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To Jeff who started the whole horror thing.





I saw the dull yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, and a convulsive motion agitated its limbs.
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‘What should we do with the body?’ Lothar Dunkel’s voice broke the heavy silence. The question struck him hard and sweet, like a volley of arrows during the Battle of Agincourt.

Hodelia stood still beside him. Red drops trickled from the knife in her left hand into a puddle at her feet, staining her white boots. Her black hair hung dishevelled down her shoulders, an aftermath of the brawl with Aiden, her late colleague.

A fountain of blood spurted from the man’s guts. He lay on the floor, between the kitchen table and the bed of Hodelia’s efficiency apartment. It was a hole on the first floor of the residential condo the Aftermath Corp rented to their employees.

‘Last time I killed a man didn’t work out well for me. I’m still paying off the lawyer. But you know better,’ Hodelia said, her blue eyes fixed on the UPD badge—Utopia Police Department—on the right side of Lothar’s chest.

Yes, he knew better. There was no way Hodelia could get out of this mess without a bag of credits to pay a successful lawyer. Neither of them had that kind of credits, though.

‘Take off your clothes,’ he ordered.

She harrumphed. ‘Don’t you think this would be a tad too creepy, even for us?’

Lothar ignored her jibe. Wrong time for games, her shift was about to start, and they had to act as if nothing had happened. ‘Hydrogen peroxide is what our teams use to cleanse murder scenes after collecting all the evidence. That’s what the disinfectant your company supplied you with is made of. Take a shower with it and be ready to clock in at work.’

Hodelia lifted her head and stared at him. ‘This may cost you your career.’

He tried to probe her with his eyes as he would with any other person on a crime scene. But Hodelia wasn’t any other person. Tall, voluptuous, athletic, she was a sex bomb and belonged to him. Yes, this may cost him his job and his freedom, but there were things worth fighting for, and he cared enough for Hodelia to know she was one. But he didn’t intend to get caught.

‘I don’t want you to get in trouble because of me,’ she added.

His hands weren’t any cleaner than hers. Sometimes shit happened, evidence vanished, people were dumped into the vacuum of space. Moral flexibility was necessary to survive in Utopia, the first and oldest human colony on Mars.

Like the time he had caught that doctor selling organs extracted from the corpses of his young patients without their parents’ consent. Lothar had never reported him, and the guy had saved five people’s lives with a corpse.

Lothar rolled up his black uniform sleeves. ‘You’re overthinking. Get your arse to work, and let me handle the rest. Just give me some disinfectant before you go.’

She straightened her shoulders and dropped the knife. It fell with a thud inside the blood puddle. Her clothes followed, covering the puddle and absorbing some of the fluid.

Hodelia’s naked body shone under the holographic lights of her room like a natural satellite lit by a star. Her perfect breasts reminded him of two mounds of basalt surrounded by hardened muscles.

When she disappeared into the bathroom, he activated the optical filter through his cranial implant to detect all the fluids in the room.




***



Fifty minutes before


At the end of his shift, Lothar locked his console in his cubicle at the police station in the Nova York Sector of Utopia. He was more than ready for a long night’s sleep. His last shift had lasted for a night and a day, and his eyes, even if enhanced with robotic optical nerves, were ready to pop out of his face if he didn’t close them for a time.

He saluted Smith and O’Dell, his cyber detective colleagues, and took the lift from the eighteenth floor to the underground. There, tube trains travelled through layers and layers of tunnels connecting every corner of the colony. He ran his hand over his obsidian hair and tugged the black jacket of his uniform. The colour of the suit enhanced the light shade of his skin and made him appear slimmer than he actually was. The darkness hid a wall of muscles.

As he waited for the tube, the system in his internal receiver chirped. The sending code came from Hodelia. He signalled to accept the message. The woman’s shape overlapped to his actual visual—the tube platform—in all her stunning appearance. Her black hair hung loosely. It tumbled over her naked, squared shoulders in waves he imagined spilling over his sheets.

‘Why don’t you come over to warm up my bed, Mr Stocky?’ She smiled, her eyes dancing with amusement.

Hodelia was his last conquest, the last at the bottom of a list of relationships with no future whatsoever—an ex-convict, trying to make an honest living in a world where nothing came easily except death. On a planet where dirt existed everywhere—in the water, in the air filters, in the people—sometimes one just had to dirty their hands. She was a constant reminder of the muck girdling him, and having her around made Lothar feel better, by contrast.

His colleagues frowned at her, but no one dared to say anything openly. None of them were clean enough to dare as much.

‘I was about to go home,’ he said. He weighed the pros and cons of going over, but she always worked at night, and that meant he had all night long to recover and just the time for a quickie in the morning before his shift began. Quickies always left him longing for more, and yet, he could hardly say no to her. ‘But if you insist.’

‘I do.’

Of all his conquests, Hodelia had something special. Not only was she great in bed. No. She pulled him to her like a magnet attracted to a tiny piece of ferrous alloy. ‘I’m already there.’

Half an hour later, he emerged from the underground tunnel and hurried towards her condo, located inside the perimeter of the Aftermath Corp, a resomation1 plant. A drizzle came down from the grey sky. A fake rain created by the Martian artificial atmosphere.

The security guard at the main gate recognised him and allowed him entry.

Instead of waiting for the lift, he took the stairs, climbing two steps at a time. But when he arrived, he stopped by the door, listening to the ruckus inside. Hodelia wasn’t alone, and something didn’t sound right.

Silent as a shadow, Lothar loaded his sidearm, sent the code to unlock the door from his cranial implant, and padded in.

Hodelia rolled on the floor, her body entangled with a man—and from the look of it, not for fun—they struggled to gain control of a knife.

Despite his enhanced eyesight, taking a shot at a moving target entwined with a victim posed high risks of misfiring, and Lothar didn’t intend to wound Hodelia. If only they stopped for a moment. But Hodelia gave no quarter to her opponent.

And then it all ended in the flap of a wing. They stopped moving, with Hodelia lying on top of the man. No one breathed in the room’s silence, as if they were all dead.

Lothar didn’t move. Fear of breaking the moment of uncertainty where his woman could be alive or dead gnawed at him like a feral, famished beast with a miraculously found prey.

Then Hodelia crawled on all fours, and Lothar’s eyes stared at the man lying down with his guts exposed. He recognised the victim. Aiden, Hodelia’s colleague. They often worked the night shift together.

Hodelia stood with a tight grip on the weapon, as if ready to gut Lothar as well. It was a multiphase dagger, a devastating and illegal weapon. No wonder Aiden had died instantly, and with all that blood pouring from him.

That moment, Lothar’s training kicked in again. ‘Put the dagger down,’ he said, aiming his weapon at her well-endowed chest. Wrapped in her white uniform, it heaved up and down from the effort of the fight, reminding him of other fights between them.

She lowered the knife but didn’t drop it. ‘He assaulted me.’

Lothar closed his eyes for a split second and wished he could believe her words. It dawned on him that tonight’s events would mark the abrupt conclusion of their relationship, and for once, he didn’t want it to end. But listening to her was a bad idea.

‘Did he break in?’ It would be effortless for him to check with all the security subroutines installed in his cranial implant. As a cybersecurity detective, he easily opened every cyber door.

‘No, he was my colleague.’

‘I know that,’ he snapped, his gun still aimed at her chest. It would be a shame to spoil this bombshell with a bullet.

‘We were supposed to work together tonight. I had no reason not to let him in. Except that he had other ideas about what to do before going to work.’

Lothar studied Hodelia’s profile, her hardy bone structure, her full breasts and lips, represented a temptation to everyone. She appeared like every man’s walking fantasy. The only idea risked making him lose control. It had in the past, but he hadn’t been holding a loaded weapon at those times. Nor was there a corpse between us.

However, she had a history of crime. Hers had been a classic textbook case of catfishing: a romance scam employed on dating inter-webs to extort money from the victim. In Hodelia’s case, the victim had called her game and tried to kill her. Except that she had killed him.

‘But you never encouraged him,’ Lothar said with sarcasm.

‘For Saturn’s rings, Lothar. He wanted to use my dating skills for a scam. But I’m done with that shit. When I refused his proposition, he tried to persuade me otherwise. We fought, he died.’

There was only one way to dispute or confirm her claims: hacking Aiden’s cranial implant, an action that, under normal circumstances, liquified the brain of the victim. But Aiden isn’t in a position to complain.

‘How long has this been going on?’ he asked, half-listening to her while using his professional skills to verify her version.

‘About a week.’

With a click, he activated a trojan to sneak in and witness Aiden’s last moments through the man’s eyes.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he asked her, watching the recorded argument unfold in front of his eyes.

‘What do you think? I don’t run to mama when the game gets tough.’

A wave of nausea passed through him, a reaction from merging with Aiden’s implant and his memories. He disconnected the link and took a deep breath, his eyes focused again on Hodelia. She had told him the truth. The fucker had assaulted Lothar’s woman and got what he deserved.

He lowered his gun and secured it in its holster, then he sent the signal to lock the door through his implant. ‘What should we do with the body?’




***



Present time


Lothar observed the crime scene with a critical eye. His optical filter showed blood spots all around the corpse, by the table, and on the bedsheets. It was a mess, but nothing he couldn’t deal with by using the right amount of detergent. A problem for later, though. Aiden must clock in at work with Hodelia as if nothing had happened. There was only one way to do that, a gory one. But that didn’t bother him. It would just be another layer of dirt to add to the rest of his life.

He searched his pockets for a laser knife but only found a pair of sensory gloves and polymer plastic bags. His instructor at the academy used to tell the students to always carry polymer bags to collect evidence. Even after specialising in cybercrime, Lothar had never forgotten that lesson. The gloves would be useful too. His hands were already sweating, but he needed a firm grip. To lessen the tension in his shoulders, he used a breathing technique learnt during his martial arts class. Breathe in and breathe out. Breathe in and breathe out.

The rigidity relented enough to allow him to go on with his task, keeping his mind off the consequences of tonight’s actions.

With his gloves on, he searched the kitchen for something with a blade, and there they were: a pair of scissors, and inside a box by the sink, a dirty spoon. He grabbed it and walked back to the corpse, where he crouched by the man’s head. His hands lifted Aiden’s left eyelid, and with meticulous care, trimmed it.

Beads of sweat trickled Lothar’s forehead. How hard could it be to enucleate a man and use the eye bulb for the retinal scan necessary to clock him in at work? If only he could close his eyes and get the much-needed rest.

He cast a glance at his hands to ascertain they didn’t shake, then with the spoon, he tried to scoop out the eye bulb, but he hadn’t considered the presence of so much soft tissue behind it.

Damnit! He forced the scoop
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