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  One




  It was raining. It was always raining. It had been raining for over thirty-five years. As long as I had been alive. I was sitting in the Bar

  Algarve keeping company with a beer, smelling damp coats and watching the wash and splash of the transports, and the vendors huddled in their shiny macks under the wet tarpaulins which sagged over

  their stalls on Churchfield Road. They sold vinyl bags, second-hand shoes and plastic jackets, but mostly they sold hot soup and hot Chinese; and tarpaulins.




  The TV in the corner announced the news. I looked at my watch. It was three pm. Another two hours and it would be dark. Then I could call in and sign off. Go back to my room and dry out for the

  night. The espresso machine screamed and the smell of coffee mixed with the damp coats. The newscaster was talking in that sing-song, matter-of-fact voice that robbed all tragedy of any kind of

  pain. He was saying, ‘Good news for patriots! The President of the North Atlantic Western Alliance this morning confirmed that all targets were reached in this year’s Defence Drive. The

  number of atomic missiles now stockpiled topped thirty thousand. Work on the Deployment Satellite Necklace is ahead of schedule and, in the President’s own words ...’




  The blabber stopped and they cut to a shot of the President, with youthful grey hair, standing on the lawn at the Union Palace, speaking to reporters in that studied, mid-Atlantic voice that

  belonged nowhere and conquered everything. He was saying: ‘ ... and we have struggled since SETI II detected the transmissions. Expect them in a year. Maybe two. They are coming. Make

  no mistake. But with our human courage, with our human determination, and our sheer human guts, we’ll be ready for them. It’s been hard ... I know it’s

  been hard. You have made sacrifices. For ten, long years you have made sacrifices. I know, but ...’




  The guy at the table next to me wheezed something that must have been a laugh and said, ‘Man! When they get here ... Man! We’re gonna hit them so hard ...’ He shook his

  head at the counter and wheezed some more. Someone else said, ‘Wise up, Man, they’re here already. You think they wouldn’t have an advance party, sizing up the joint? Wise

  up!’




  The TV droned on. My remote IT-unit bleeped. I watched the rain a bit more till it bleeped again, then I finished my beer, unhitched the unit from my belt and looked at the message on the green

  LCD. It said ‘SECURE TRANSMISSION.’ I sighed. H.Q. That meant I’d have to go to my G-Car and use the monitor. I dropped some coins on the counter, bid Andy the Barman farewell and

  stepped out, into the rain and the smell of steaming chilli.




  It was wet but it wasn’t cold. Nothing was ever cold anymore. Only hot, and wet. My G-Car was parked three streets down, in Newborough Road. I elbowed and jostled my way through the

  steaming crowds, past the make-shift shanty town of sheet-plastic and tarpaulin that sprawled across the mudflats, along the south side of the road. Most of the hovels were raised up on wooden

  pallets and boxes to get them out of the mud. They belonged to the lucky ‘Wets’. The unlucky ones eventually drowned, ill and exhausted, in the mire. The shanty stood where houses used

  to stand, or so I was told. I had never seen them. I had only seen the lots, the piles of rubble and garbage left by more than thirty-five years of rain and petty crime. I got to my G-Car, pulled a

  couple of kids off and climbed in. I pulled down the hatch and switched on the Secure Monitor. It went green and then Captain Hardave Mankoo’s face looked up at me.




  I said, ‘What’s up, Mankoo?’




  ‘You won’t believe this, O’Neil. We’ve got a stiff.’




  I raised a single eyebrow. ‘Yeah? That’s weird. I also heard it rained today.’ ‘No, listen.’ He leaned forward for effect. ‘It’s a

  Domer!’




  I sat in silence for a second. Then I said quietly, ‘Shit!’ We stared at each other’s images in the screen. I said, ‘A Domer? Where?’




  ‘In the Ealing Dome.’




  I shook my head. ‘C’mon, Mankoo. It’s not possible. You’ve got it wrong somehow.’




  ‘I’m telling you, man. It’s William Keyhoe. You know, the biochemist? In his house. In the Dome.’




  ‘It’s just not ...’




  ‘You better get there, man, and have a look.’




  I switched off, sat looking at the windscreen for ten seconds and then gave my eye to the optical ignition pad and started the engine. It hummed for three seconds and I moved off down

  Churchfield road, West towards Ealing. As I turned onto the Uxbridge Road, the Ealing Dome rose like a giant flying saucer two thousand six hundred feet above ground level, glowing white in the

  rain. They had built it nearly forty years ago, when the rains had started and some egg-head realised they weren’t going to stop. At first they said we were all going to get Domes, but when

  the Collapse came in ’20, instead of building more Domes they just put big walls and barbed-wire fences round the ones they already had. Then when the hungry got wild they mounted guns on the

  walls and shot them if they tried to get in. Now one percent of the population lived under the Domes and ninety-nine percent lived outside the fences. Of them, the lucky ones, like me, lived in one

  or two rooms in the buildings that had been able to withstand the rain. The rest, the vast majority, lived under tarpaulins and bits of plastic, and drowned in the mud. I didn’t like it.

  Nobody liked it. But there was too much humanity and too little money. That was the reality we lived with.




  Mankoo had done his stuff and when I got to the Acton Check Point they had an Optic-Iris card for me. It took ten minutes for them to scan my eye and put the data on the card, then I was through

  and driving down hot, dry streets under simulated sunlight towards Ealing Common and the Broadway. I slowed the G-Car and stared. It was strange to see people in light, short-sleeved clothes,

  sitting outdoors at tables drinking and eating; sitting talking to each other, completely dry in the open air. I had been in a Dome once before, in my early days in the force, but I could never get

  used to the way of life. The feeling of moving through dry air, with no water, was weird. It made me feel breathless. Like I was suffocating. There were some people, real old-timers, who still

  remembered what it was like before the rain. You talked to them sometimes in the bars, like the Algarve. They said the Ealing Dome was like that. They said it was like being ‘Back

  When’. They said the skies were empty in those days, and you could see the sun. I wouldn’t know. It sounded kind of crazy. All I had ever known was the rain. I might be a Dry, with a

  room and roof, but I was no Domer.




  I parked in the Keyhoe private driveway alongside the ambulance and the two police vans. I climbed out of my G-Car and stood for two whole minutes feeling the strange sensation of standing

  outside, with the breeze on my face, with no rain falling on me. There was a strange, sweet smell in the air too, which I eventually realised came from some roses that were growing by the hedge. I

  looked up. Far above, the fibreglass ‘ceiling’ of the dome was painted with translucent blue reflective paint and illuminated from below. The effect was just like empty sky was supposed

  to be. I shrugged and shook my head and made for the main entrance. Sergeant Farrell was on the door. He nodded and kind of smiled.




  I said, ‘Hi, Farrell.’




  ‘Afternoon, Inspector O’Neil. The body’s upstairs, in the dining room. We ain’t touched nothing.’




  ‘Fine.’ I smiled and he followed me in. I said, ‘Who found him?’




  ‘The wife did, Chief. She’s in a bit of a state. In the kitchen.’ He indicated with his head. ‘She reckons he knew it was comin’.’




  I noted the information in my brain and nodded. ‘Thanks.’




  I stood staring around me at the house. It was bright and huge, and tiled, and your voice seemed to roll away from you among echoes. It almost made me feel dizzy. There was air and light

  everywhere, and a weird silence which I finally realised was the absence of rain. The hallway was the size of four homes put together. There were five doors leading to five huge rooms, and a broad

  staircase winding up to the upper floor. The place was full of Sam Bone’s people in forensic insulation suits, dusting and taking radiation readings. I didn’t yet know why, but I had a

  hunch they wouldn’t find anything.




  I climbed the stairs and found the dining room. It was about half a mile down a landing on the right, and it was about four times the space I lived in, including the kitchen and the bathroom.

  These people just used it to eat in. I figured they must need a lot of elbow room. The room had a high, domed ceiling with a giant, crystal chandelier. The floor was tiled in black and white checks

  and there were tall, slender, French windows at one end, through which shafts of dusty light poured, making strange shadows on the tiles and the cream walls. The room was very beautiful, only it

  stank of death. And stale blood.




  There was a long, oval mahogany table in the centre of the room. Twelve red and gilt chairs were ranged around it, and a couple of them had been overturned. I walked over and heard my feet echo

  in the dome above my head. Keyhoe was lying stretched out on the table, covered in thick, sticky blood. He was goggling at the ceiling. His face was twisted into a grotesque, silent scream, and

  there was a big, red hole where his heart should have been. His wrists and ankles were tied to the table with strong, white silk rope. I looked at him for a second and began to examine the body. I

  started with his fingers. They were the fingers of a scientist, grown weak from holding too many test tubes. There was nothing unusual about the right hand, except that he had squeezed it so hard

  the fingers had dug right into the mahogany table, tearing off a couple of nails. But the left hand was different. It lay limp by his side. I wondered why he’d been squeezing the right one so

  hard while relaxing the left one, until I examined it more closely. The bones in it were all crushed, like toothpicks. I scratched my chin and figured the killer had wanted to get something out of

  that hand, and when I looked at the fingernails I discovered what. Dried blood and skin was caked under them. My guess was that the killer had wanted to get his face out of that hand, right before

  he tied him down.




  The rest of the body didn’t tell me much till I came to the wound. It was a big, circular hole, about four inches across. At first I thought something had punched into his chest, but when

  I looked more closely I realised that the edges, instead of dipping into the cavity, were actually torn from left to right. I examined the ribs themselves and found that the edges of the bones had

  the appearance of having been sawn through, with small splinters wrenched away from the cartilage, by the sternum. Then I saw that the hole did not penetrate right through the chest cavity. Only

  the top of the rib cage had been cut away. The back was intact. I stood and sighed.




  Some crazy son of a bitch had tied Keyhoe to the table and cut out his living heart. No wonder the guy’s face was twisted.




  I bent and examined the sternum again. Here the bone had broken in a different way. The splinters were all pointing in and I guessed that that was the point at which the killer had plunged the

  blade in, before beginning to saw. As I looked, something caught my eye. It was small and shiny. A splinter, not of bone, but steel, embedded in the body of the sternum at the height of the fourth

  rib. This guy was good, but not so good. His first blow had missed the soft cartilage of the ribs by a millimetre and hit hard bone instead, chipping the tip off his blade.




  I looked at Keyhoe’s twisted face again. He must have been staring right into his executioner’s face, right to the very end. That meant that a retinal scan might give me a photo of

  the killer. Provided he wasn’t wearing an Inca headdress or a Druid’s cowl.




  I spent another ten minutes snooping around but found nothing of any interest. So I went to the landing and called down to my forensics guy. ‘OK, Sam, you can bring your boys up

  now.’




  Sam peered up at me. ‘Right you are, Inspector.’ He started climbing the stairs followed by his team humping their gear. I leaned on the banisters and watched them. They looked weird

  in their insulation suits. Like spacemen. When he was at the top Sam said, ‘What have we got then, Mr O’Neil, a shootin’? The Missus said it was an awful mess.’




  I shook my head, turned and led the way into the dining-room. I pointed over at the table. ‘His heart’s been cut out, Sam. He’s got the tip of the blade stuck in his rib.

  I’ll want that out for analysis in the lab. You can also take the contents from under his left fingernails for DNA. If we run the killer’s code through Central we could have a make on

  him by early next week.’




  The team dragged their equipment into the dining room and started unpacking. A couple of the guys had started dusting for prints. It was routine. We all knew on a killing like this one there

  would be no prints. Sam walked over to the table and I saw him flinch as he looked down at the body.




  He said, ‘Who the bloody hell would do a thing like this, chief? What’s it for?’ I said, ‘Whoever it was, I reckon Keyhoe took a nice handful of his face before he

  had his hand crushed. Most of it’s under his nails.’




  I pointed across the body at his left hand. Then I walked up to Keyhoe’s face and pointed at his eyes. ‘He looks like he died transfixed with terror. I’d lay money he’s

  got his killer’s face all over his retina. Get some nice scans and we’ll put out an All Units.’ Sam peered down into his face. ‘Cor. Stone me! Poor bastard ...’




  I nodded. I’d never seen anything like it and I said so.




  ‘Never heard of anything like it, neither, Chief. What do you make of it?’




  I shrugged. ‘I don’t want to speculate yet, Sam, but the white silk cord, the heart cut out ...’ I shrugged again.




  Sam looked up at me. ‘Ritual ...?’




  I stared at the body for a while. ‘Could be. Which ever way you look at it, it’s not a normal killing. Get me the scans of his retina and an analysis of his fingernails and the blade

  tip. Then we’ll know more.’




  Then one of those mid-Atlantic voices spoke. It stopped me dead. It said, ‘That won’t be necessary, Inspector O’Neil.’




  Sam looked at me and then looked over my shoulder. I turned. It was one of those guys who had paid enough for his suit to cover my rent for six years. He had thick, concrete, grey hair on an

  ageless face. He stood in the doorway, with his hands in his pockets and an expression that said he hadn’t bought me because I wasn’t expensive enough.




  I said, ‘What?’




  He stepped forward, casually. ‘It is perfectly clear, O’Neil, that William was killed by some Wet who somehow managed to break in. It’s unfortunate and I’ll certainly

  have security reviewed. But I don’t think we need waste public money on expensive retina scans and DNA tests.’




  Some people are scared of Domers. I figure they’re too rich to be respected. I pulled out a packet of cigarettes. I took my time pulling one out and leaned into the flame while I lit it.

  Then I shook out the match and dropped it on the tiled floor.




  I blew smoke at him and said, ‘Who the fuck are you?’




  ‘Who I am, O’Neil, is none of your concern.’




  I nodded. ‘You’re right. Now get the hell off the crime scene and stop hampering my investigation.’




  Then he did something a bit weird. His eyes seemed to glaze over and he gave a funny kind of snorted laugh through his nose. I’d never seen that done before. He said, ‘Just do as

  your told, O’Neil, and stop fucking with me. And put out that disgusting cigarette. You may not smoke in this house.’




  I looked at his shoes, and then at his perm. I didn’t like either of them. I could have got a damn nice G-Car for half the price. I was debating whether to have a couple of the boys throw

  him out, or whether I’d enjoy smacking him in the mouth myself first, when I caught site of Mankoo heaving his belly up the stairs.




  I looked back at Mr Concrete-Perm and said, ‘Get the hell out of here before I have you arrested.’ Then I turned my back on him and spoke to Sam. ‘Let me know when you’ve

  got the retinal, will you?’




  I brushed past Mr Smooth and walked towards Mankoo. He was panting through the door. He was looking sheepish. I said, ‘Mankoo, we have a homicide here that looks like it might be

  ...’




  He wasn’t listening. He cut across me and said, ‘O’Neil, this is Advocate Grumman, Keyhoe’s lawyer.’ He was pointing at the smooth guy in the perm.

  ‘I’ve just been conferencing with him and with the Chief Constable for the Ealing Dome. I’ll be taking personal charge of the investigation from here on in.’




  I had a weird sensation of my breath going hot and I turned to look at Grumman. He was standing with his back to me, looking out of the window, at the synthetic sunlight and the fibre-glass

  horizon. Sam was glancing from me to Mankoo.




  I said, ‘You’re doing what?’




  He didn’t answer but talked past me to Sam Bones. ‘Take your team away, Sam, we won’t need any forensics in this case. A morgue van will be coming to collect him at

  six.’




  I said, ‘We won’t what? The man has his killer’s face all over his retina! He was staring him in the face as he cut out his heart, for God’s sake!’




  Sam shrugged and picked up his gear. ‘Right you are, boss. Come on lads!’




  The team started packing up their gear and dragging it back out through the door. I turned to the Captain. ‘What the hell’s going on, Mankoo?’




  He took my arm. His fingers were tense and bit into me through my jacket. He led me away towards the landing. He spoke in a harsh whisper. ‘Listen O’Neil, this was a case of

  opportunism. All right? Some Wet obviously managed to get through the check point and into the house and ...’




  ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Mankoo!’ I exploded. ‘You’re talking garbage and you know it!’




  ‘Keep your voice down, O’Neil!’ He took hold of me and pushed me through the open door. ‘I’m not asking for your opinion, man! I’m telling you. Keyhoe was the

  unfortunate victim of a fluke breach of security in the Dome. If you want to stay on this case you will concentrate your investigation on the Wets outside the Acton Check Point. That’s a

  direct order. Do you understand?’




  I studied his face for a minute, pulled on my cigarette, blew smoke at the ceiling and counted to ten. Then I turned to him. ‘His heart’s been cut out, Mankoo. What damned Wet, even

  if he could perform the miracle of breaching Dome security, would bother cutting out a man’s heart? He might beat him to death and steal some bread, but cut out his fucking heart, for

  Jesus’ sake? And have you seen the rope that was used to tie him down? That’s pure silk twine. No damned Wet could afford that kind of bind. And what about the strength needed to tie a

  panicking man down to the table? This was a ritual execution, Mankoo. By a powerful man. You know it was. Why are you buying all this shit about a Wet breaking in?’




  I felt a presence at my side and saw Mankoo drop his gaze to the carpet. I turned and saw Grumman looking down on me.




  He said, ‘Don’t smoke in this house, O’Neil. I’ve told you. It’s a disgusting habit. Haven’t you got some Wets to interview?’




  I looked at Mankoo, who was still analysing the carpet. Maybe he was wondering how many rooms he could buy for the same price. I looked back at Grumman and watched his face while I dropped my

  cigarette butt on the floor and crushed it out with my foot. His expression didn’t change.




  I was looking at Grumman but I spoke to Mankoo. I said, ‘Who did you say was in charge of this investigation, Captain?’ I waited, but there was no reply. So I turned to look at him

  and said, ‘I want to interview Mrs Keyhoe.’




  He didn’t reply.




  Grumman said, ‘Go and interview some Wets, Inspector.’




  I didn’t answer, but I knew I was beat and a went down the stairs and out of the big house into the synthetic sunshine. It glared in my eyes and I climbed into my G-Car and slammed the

  door.




  I followed the forensic transport out of the check point and into the dark rain on the Uxbridge Road. I drove slowly and let it pull ahead of me through the long stream of wet headlamps that

  flowed like brilliant water East and West through the vast, dark city. I lit another cigarette while I drove and watched the wipers push in vain at the endless rivers that spilled and twisted down

  the windscreen. I thought about Mankoo and Grumman. I thought that I could go for the easy option, let them have their way and collect my pay-cheque at the end of the month. If I played my cards

  right there might even be a bonus in it. It could pay for a bigger G-Car or a drier apartment with a separate kitchen. I thought about that for one whole second. Then I pulled into a derelict lot

  by the side of the Uxbridge road, turned my G-Car around and killed the engine and the lights. Then I waited. After about fifteen minutes I saw Mankoo’s G-Car go past. I looked at my watch.

  It was half-five. I reckoned I might just make it in time.




  The Optic-Iris card got me through again with no trouble and ten minutes later I was back at the Keyhoe residence. There was just one police car parked there now and Farrell was still minding

  the door. I climbed out and waved at him. ‘Hello again, Farrell.’ I grinned as I brushed past him. ‘I’ll forget my head one of these days!’




  He gave a short laugh. ‘Just so long as you can find it when you go back for it!’




  We both laughed then and I sprinted quietly up the stairs. I stopped at the top, listening on the landing. I could hear muffled, angry voices from downstairs, but nothing on the top floor. I

  slid my knife from where I keep it in my boot and stepped into the dining room. As I had hoped, the body was still there, on the table; still gaping up at the ceiling, or at some ghost that hung

  beneath it. I figured I had maybe three or four minutes.




  I flicked out the big blade on my knife, wedged it between the heel of my left hand and the first joint of Keyhoe’s left middle finger and squeezed, The blade resisted a moment and then

  crunched through the joint. I dropped the finger tip into a plastic evidence bag and put it in my pocket. Then I moved to his chest. I found the steel shard I had seen earlier in his sternum and

  prized it out with the tip of the blade. That went into another evidence bag and then I moved up to his face. I didn’t like doing it, but there was no time to take retinal scans, and I

  figured he wouldn’t be needing his eyes where he’d gone anyway, so I pressed in my forefinger and pulled out his right eye. I snipped the optic nerve and popped the eye in another

  evidence bag. Then I was down the stairs and across the entrance hall. They were still arguing behind one of the doors, but now it was mainly a voice that sounded like Grumman’s. He seemed to

  be lecturing a woman. I figured he probably did a lot of that.




  I gave Farrell the thumbs up and told him to take it easy. He saluted and smiled. I climbed into my G-Car and I was away.




  And I would have been a happy man heading through the dark and the rain, towards the bivouacs and twenty-four hour market stalls, towards the pidgin shouts, and the steam and stench of stale

  sweat and chilli in Acton. I could get the evidence, now safely in the freezer unit in the trunk, to forensic analysis in the morning and have the results before Mankoo had had his three-hour lunch

  of beer, cheese and onions. I figured no one had inspected the body but me. No one at the morgue would question the absence of a finger tip and an eye in a body as mangled as Keyhoe’s.

  Whatever Mankoo and Grumman were trying to cover up, they’d have to do it alone, and in spite of me. Besides, I had taken a dislike to Grumman, and it would give me great pleasure to uncover

  his part in Keyhoe’s murder. I would, like I said, have been a happy man. In fact, I had even started to smile in the darkness in my car, when my monitor blinked green and came on. Mankoo was

  there, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking down at his desk, pretending to read some papers.




  I scowled and said, ‘What is it, Mankoo?’




  ‘Where are you?’




  ‘Interviewing Wets, like a good little Police Inspector. What do you think?’




  He looked up then. ‘Cut the sarcasm, O’Neil. Be in my office in half an hour.’




  The screen winked out and I sat staring at the blank space where Mankoo had been a few seconds before, and wondering what the hell was going on. Then I turned off the Uxbridge Road and headed

  towards the Acton HQ. Twenty minutes later I was parking outside District Headquarters. I climbed the broad sweep of granite stairs and pushed through the massive glass and steel doors to the main

  entrance. There I caught the lift to the sixth floor.




  The doors hissed open and I stepped into the babble of two hundred uniformed cops interviewing victims, taking statements and shouting instructions at each other over the bleep of IT Terminals.

  I jostled through the main hall and squeezed past the ‘Action Cubicles’ with a growing feeling of foreboding. I had a hollow in my gut I couldn’t explain, but there had been

  something in Mankoo’s face, something in the tone of his voice. I reached the glass cubicle he called his office and pushed open the door. He was still staring at the same papers he had been

  looking at when I saw him on the monitor. He looked pissed and haggard. I dropped into a chair across from him and waited. He didn’t look up. He looked like an unhappy man whose life is

  everything he doesn’t want it to be, and he’s too damned stupid to know why. I looked over his shoulder, through his window, and saw the vast white Dome through the eternal flash and

  sparkle of the needles of rain. It struck me how it was ironic that he had to live under it, without it ever keeping him dry. I get deep like that sometimes.




  I said, ‘Hi, Mankoo. You look unhappy.’




  He drank some cold coffee and it didn’t make him any happier. He said, ‘O’Neil. Are you going to toe the line on this, or not?’




  ‘Whose line, Mankoo?’




  He sat back and rubbed his eyes. I almost felt sorry for him. I sometimes feel that way about Mankoo. He put his hands flat on the desk and looked at me.




  ‘Look, O’Neil, I don’t like this any more than you do. But this comes from right up top. If you don’t get in line some people are going to make life very hard indeed for

  me. You know what I’m saying to you, man? Don’t piss me around on this one.’




  ‘Stop it. You’re breaking my heart.’ I watched him. His face darkened. I said, ‘That was a ritual murder, Mankoo. Wets don’t do ritual murder. It was not done by a

  Wet.’ I sat back and shook my head. ‘Some bastard walks in on this egg-head, cuts out his heart while the guy’s still alive and looking at him, and you’re asking me to let

  him walk free? No.’ I waved a finger at him. ‘You’re asking more. You’re asking me to go out and find some poor bastard Wet under a tarpaulin and charge him with murdering a

  Domer. So the killer is innocent because he’s a Domer, and the bum under the tarpaulin is guilty because he isn’t. Sorry, Mankoo, if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather

  wash my face every morning without throwing up every time I look at myself in the mirror.’




  I tapped a cigarette out and lit it. Mankoo was watching me and the vein on the side of his head told me he was getting mad. ‘Who are you, suddenly?’ he said, ‘Saint Liam

  O’Neil? What, you never did nothing wrong? You are white as the driven snow? A fuckin’ angel! That’s you, right? The Incorruptible Inspector O’Neil! And all the rest of us

  is just scum! That it?’




  ‘OK! OK! OK already!’ I blew smoke at him. ‘OK. There are no Good Guys. There never were. Only bad guys and worse guys, and I’m as bad as the next guy. But look,

  I’ve got a problem. I don’t like being pissed on by somebody richer than me. It gets up my nose and I don’t like myself.’ I looked at the tip of my cigarette. I watched it

  smoulder and wondered about the imagery of my metaphor. Then I looked up at Mankoo. ‘Sorry, Hardave, I’m just not sending some poor bum to Euthanasia for Grumman just ’cos Grumman

  can afford to buy you and me and the bum with a few billion dollars to spare. I won’t do it. It stinks.’




  He stared at me for a long time, slowly turning pale. Then he said, ‘Is that your last word?’




  I nodded.




  He got to his feet and walked over to the window. He stood there with his back to me, looking at the glow of the Dome. After a while he came and sat down at his desk. When he spoke he spoke to

  the desktop. ‘I’m sorry, Liam. I don’t like doing this. I wouldn’t ... It’s not my choice. You’ll have to give me your badge. And your gun.’




  I felt my face drain pale. I kept watching him. He still wouldn’t look at me.




  Finally, I asked, ‘Are you suspending me? On what grounds ...?’




  ‘I’m not suspending you, O’Neil. I’m terminating your employment.’ He gazed upwards. ‘This isn’t coming from me. It’s from up ...’




  His words trailed away. I leaned forward and crushed out my cigarette in his ashtray. I took out my badge and my gun and put them on his desk. When I stood up my head was pounding. For a moment

  I almost felt dizzy. I walked to the door and stopped. I turned and looked back at him. His face looked drawn and grey. He lifted his eyes, but he was looking at the wall.




  ‘It must be shit being you, Mankoo. Living with that taste in your mouth all the time.’ He looked at me then. He looked resentful. I said, ‘Don’t you ever get tired of

  licking arse?’




  I didn’t go home. I parked on the Old High Street and walked up towards the Algarve. I decided to cross what was known locally as ‘The Wetlands’. It was a broad stretch of

  wasteland shanty town, between Churchfield Road and Old High Street, that ran for three miles or so up to the M40 six-lane interchange. I figured in a month this would be my home, so I might as

  well get acquainted.




  I stepped in from the sidewalk and felt myself sink ankle deep in mud and slime. Some places it was deeper. I put my hands deep in my pockets and hunched my shoulders against the rain. There

  were no solid structures here. Nobody stayed long enough for that. I found myself wondering, if I bought some wood and tarpaulins now, while I still had some money, maybe I could build something.

  It gave me a weird, hot-cold feeling in my gut which I guessed might be panic. I gazed, and as far as my gaze carried, in the wet and the dark, all I could see were sagging, shiny sheets of

  plastic, hung between crooked sticks and poles, and huddled under them, crooked, wet, silent people. The lucky ones, the enterprising ones, had wooden pallets stacked on rocks and bricks to lift

  them out of the mud. The unlucky, the stupid and the weak, sat or lay in the slime, on rags or on bits of sodden cardboard. Some of them looked at me as I walked past, but they had no interest.

  Their eyes were dead to the outside. They didn’t give a damn about me, or anybody else. There was only room for an all-consuming inner world of pain, and the slow oozing away of hope, in the

  mud and the rain.




  Most of the bivouacs were inhabited by big, huddled families of between eight and twelve. Most of them had six or seven kids, or more. Some were naked, and lay filthy and feverish, with staring,

  unseeing eyes. But most of them were wrapped in rags. I wondered where they got their clothes from. I had never asked myself before, and I realised that soon, wherever they queued up for their

  rotten woollens, coats and boots and bowls of soup and bread, I would be queuing up too.




  I stopped and listened, and smelled the air. The sounds were few, just the eternal rush and patter of water, the constant, painful coughing and retching. And somewhere nearby the grinding and

  whining of a truck. The smell was overpowering. It was foetid, rich and sickly. I looked down at my feet, sunk deep in the slime, and realised I was standing not just in mud and rain, but in the

  excrement of maybe fifty thousand people. Maybe I wept then. Who would know, in that downpour?




  I walked on, picking my way over bits of rag, cardboard, sticks and torn plastic. It was impossible to tell discarded rubbish from treasured possessions and human beings. There was the sound of

  weeping now, mixed in with the whine and grind of the truck. I looked and saw a team of rubbish collectors hanging out of a Waste Collection Transport as it growled its way through the mass of

  garbage and humanity. There was a loud whistle. It stopped and the team, in their waterproof overalls, jumped down into the slime. They leaned into a shelter of plastic sheeting and sticks where a

  woman was keening, rocking back and forth, clutching at a man who lay still, wrapped in rags. They said something to her and began to pull him away. She clung at his clothes and called out to him.

  She still wanted him, even though he was dead; even though while he was alive, he had been just one more mouth. They grabbed him under the shoulders and the feet, swung him a couple of times and

  heaved him into the back of the truck. The gears ground and he was crushed in with the rest of the garbage. Waste. Human waste. The truck moved on, with the collection team hanging out of the back.

  It wasn’t long before one of the guys whistled and the truck stopped again.




  I walked on, feeling myself growing numb already to the excess of mutilation, dying and suffering. There was no money for these people, I told myself. What could you do? Wipe them out? To stop

  the suffering? Then I remembered they weren’t ‘these people’ anymore. Now I was one of them.




  Then I heard some women screaming. I stopped and searched for them in the glistening dark. I saw a man in a mack and a hat who was pulling, with weird, jerky movements, trying to drag a large

  tarpaulin off some sticks. A family, mainly women and children, were scrambling from under the sheet, screaming at him. He kicked at them and then they were all over him. He seemed to totter. He

  let go of the sheet and his arms flailed for a moment. Then I saw him slip and go down, in a stupid, almost comical way, sliding in the mud. Then they were all around him, on top of him, stamping,

  holding on to the poles for support as they stamped, again and again. I saw his boots jerking in the mud. But bit by bit they stopped and then the kids went back under their shelter. The garbage

  truck rolled by. It may have rolled over the guy in the hat, I’m not sure, but one of the team stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled a loud, piercing whistle that cut through the rain.

  The truck stopped, they fished the guy out of the mud, swung him, and dumped him in the back. I heard the gears grind and the truck moved off.




  I wondered for a moment who he had wanted the tarpaulin for. And if they would ever know what happened to him. But I didn’t wonder long. I put my head down and walked quickly towards the

  Algarve.




  I pushed through the door, took my soaking coat off and settled myself on a stool at the bar. It was dry and crowded. I told Danny to get me a bottle of whisky, poured myself a large measure,

  drank it down and poured a second one. The TV was on and they were still talking about the Aliens, the Global Defence Project and the ETI: Estimated Time of Intercept, or, as some had it, Extra

  Terrestrial Intercept.




  A guy at a table, staring at the screen, was saying, ‘I’ll tell you what’s scaring me. What if they’ve got some kind of warp drive? What if they use some kind of worm

  hole or something? What if they get here before the ETI? We’re screwed then, ain’t we?’




  ‘Well, what ...?’ said his mate, shrugging.




  ‘Well, I reckon we should invest more in the Global Defence Project. If I was President, right? If I was President, I’d bring Completion Date forward, and I’d double the

  investment in the Project. I mean, what, right, what is more important than our safety?’




  Someone else said, ‘You’ve got to balance out your priorities, Ben. There are people starving right now, not two hundred yards from where your sitting.’




  ‘No, but listen, right, in all wars you got to make sacrifices, right? And just ’cos we ain’t firing shots yet, don’t mean we ain’t at war. The government has

  actually accepted as proven that they are coming as colonists ’cos their own planet was destroyed. We have to assume that, right? So it’s a sacrifice we have to make. We need

  that money for the GD Project.’




  I switched off and poured another glass.




  Andy leaned on the counter opposite and spoke. He had a quiet, Dublin brogue. ‘You planning on getting drunk, then?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  We remained silent for a while. Then he gestured towards the table who were still debating the desirability of sacrificing eight billion people for the good of humanity. He said, ‘They

  don’t half talk a lot of bollocks.’




  ‘Yeah? What do the rest of us talk, Andy?’




  ‘No, I mean, all this rot about the aliens coming to invade, and all that stuff.’




  ‘You mean they’re not coming. You know something I don’t?’




  He leant back and laughed, ‘Oh, sure they’re coming. But, I mean, like, they’re not coming to invade, or murder us, or anything like that.’




  ‘Yeah?’ I drained the glass and poured another. The pain was receding. Another bottle and I’d feel just fine. I said, ‘Tell me more. I’m fascinated. You got a

  direct line to them?’




  ‘No, listen. If you’d just look around you. They’ve been with us for centuries. Sure, isn’t the Bible full of them? And South American mythology’s full of it

  an’ all.’




  I cocked an eyebrow at him. ‘That’s proscribed reading. You shouldn’t talk to me about it.’




  He sighed. ‘Never mind that. We are the product of alien experimentation. It’s obvious. How else did we take the step from ape-like cave dwellers to civilised man so

  suddenly?’




  I examined the amber liquid at the bottom of my glass. There was no immediate answer there. I would have to explore. I replied, ‘I wasn’t aware we had.’




  ‘Think about it,’ he said. ‘They created us, just as all religious traditions say, and they have been watching over us ever since. That’s what all those UFOs were about

  last century. Now, they see us in the terrible state we’re in, and they’re coming to save us. I see them more as kind of angelic beings than invaders from space.’




  I gazed at him, gently, drunkenly amazed. I’d heard about people like Andy. They belonged to an organisation of cranks called 5C, or some such crap. We knew about them at HQ. Nobody took

  them seriously, and I’d never expected to meet one.




  I looked back at my glass and said, ‘No kidding? Are there any more like you, or are you insane on your own?’




  ‘Ah!’ he smiled. ‘You’d be amazed. There is a whole fraternity of us who think like me, and we are quietly preparing to welcome them when they arrive. And you

  needn’t think we’re a bunch of weirdoes, either. There are a lot of intelligent, professional people among us.’




  I smiled. Hope. You can piss on it, crap on it and leave it out for the rain to wash it away, but it will always spring eternal in the heart of some dam fool who’s too damn scared or

  stupid to see reality. I poured another drink and fell in.




  I finished the bottle but failed to get sufficiently drunk. So I bought another, put it in my pocket and walked home, letting the warm rain wash my face. By the time I reached my block I was

  nearly sober again. I climbed the stairs in the dark, fumbled for my key, failed to get it in the lock half a dozen times and finally switched on the light. Then I saw her sitting on the stairs by

  my door. She was about twenty five and dressed like a Domer. Her nose was a bit too long and her mouth was a bit too wide. And her lips were a bit too full. Her hair was very black and all messed

  up and her eyes were huge and black and swollen from crying; and she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life.




  She looked up at me and said, ‘Inspector O’Neil? I am Mrs Keyhoe. I need to talk to you.’




  







  Two




  I should have told her to take a hike. I should have told her it wasn’t my problem anymore, to leave and go and tell the cops. I should have,

  but I didn’t. I guess I was drunker than I thought. I guess I was alone and scared, and she was a beautiful woman who wanted my help. I opened the door and we went in, in silence.
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