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Set in near future, Detective Constable Denton Urp is enjoying rare good health during Australia’s latest pandemic. As a consequence, he is the only detective available to investigate the murder of a sexy cat lady. Advances in forensic technology, an overactive libido, and two demanding cats frustrate his desire to let the dead woman’s soul rest in peace.
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Sunset found Detective Constable Denton Urp entering the autopsy room at Hobart’s city hospital. He was there to witness the final nail in the coffin for his profession.

​​Forensic science had already reduced what enjoyment he found in his work. Even if a perpetrator’s DNA wasn’t on file, a strand of their hair could tell the machines how they might vote, their true sexual preference, and even what shampoo they used. More often that not, it was the victim’s privacy that was invaded, but that was the price for efficient justice.

The technician today was just attaching the probes to the dead woman’s skull. She was young and pleasant on the eye; the dead woman not so much. Thankfully, the bloated thing lying on the slab was still clothed. That, at least, was an improvement since he’d joined the force. Gone was the need to cut open the once-floral dress and spread the ribs to examine the sweet meats beneath. Robotic eels did all that invasive stuff now. He didn’t want to think about this too much.

‘Morning,’ said Denton.

‘Afternoon, Detective,’ said Lorraine. Lorraine’s name was printed on her name tag. He’d not met her before.

‘Whoops. My morning, your afternoon. Do we have a cause of death?’

Lorraine raised an eyebrow and swivelled her dark brown eyes to the kitchen knife protruding from the deceased’s chest.

‘I make no assumptions,’ Denton declared.

Lorraine returned to her work. If she wasn’t going to talk to him, his visit would be a complete waste of time. It was likely that the police computers would identify the murderer before he’d even returned to his desk. If Lorraine had been friendlier, then they could have had a nice chat. Her baggy sky-blue scrubs hid a fresh and nubile figure. He wondered how old she was? Late twenties, he did assume, though she looked much younger. Too young for him to be having thoughts of romance – he wouldn’t like her music and she wouldn’t like his.

He took another sip of the machine-extruded coffee he’d picked up in the hospital foyer. It tasted vile, but it should keep him awake until his shift ended around midnight. ‘Should I have got you one of these?’

‘I’m trying to cut back,’ she said and kept her eyes fixed on the machine to which the probes were attached. She had dark hair tied up in a bun to reveal a long, pale, and slender neck.

Denton knew needed to get himself another girlfriend – one his own age. He had almost recovered from his previous attempts, ten years earlier, though just the thought of dating threatened to open old wounds.

‘Where’s the usual guy?’ he asked.

‘Sick. You’ll have to make do with me.’

The blokes in homicide – and they were all blokes – had talked about a sheila who had started work at the hospital. They said she could give sass even while extracting a bullet from a cadaver’s liver.

Of course, you couldn’t believe anything the guys in homicide said – they were all jerks. Denton didn’t belong in the homicide division. He wasn’t like them. He was only helping out there until the state-wide pandemic ended.

Since Lorraine was studiously ignoring him, he was forced to regard the body he’d been sent to interview. A big woman, middle aged, and not too bright, going by her slack jawed expression. The blood on her clothing looked sticky, but he didn’t know if that was useful information.

Hesitantly, he ventured: ‘Are you not going to remove the knife?’

‘Not my job,’ she replied.

Whose job was it then? It wasn’t his. The morticians would need to remove it to fit the body into a XX sized coffin. If the murder weapon hadn’t been lost by the time of the trial, it would be brought out as Exhibit One, Your Honour. If it had been lost – and he was told this happened often – the boys would go down to the local supermarket and buy something similar.

He moved around the body to lean on the next slab along, currently unoccupied. From here he could fain interest in the deceased while admiring a different body. He liked to think that admiring was different from ogling. No harm in that.

‘How did you ever read this stuff?’ Lorraine complained and bent forward, squinting at the machine’s screen.

‘How do you mean?’

‘This screen, it’s all 2D,’ she growled. ‘Why would they use ancient technology on a brand-new device? This isn’t the twenties anymore.’

The twenties. He’d begun his career in the twenties. He guessed that she’d grown up with 3D images. She probably had a 3D tablet attached to the side of her crib. What would her children think was normal when they started work? 4D? 5D? The numbers were endless.

‘You didn’t answer my question earlier,’ he said. ‘About the cause of death?’

‘Her heart stopped beating the moment the knife entered the left ventricle.’

‘It can’t have. All that blood!’

‘Not hers.’

Interesting, and yet not. With so much of the murderer’s blood, the DNA analysis would make identifying them easy-peasy. The murderer might even be in this very hospital, being stitched up, but he wasn’t about to go looking for them. Leave that for the heavies.

‘Still,’ Lorraine continued, ‘if someone had dialled emergency services straight away, we could have harvested most of her organs.’

‘So we’re not looking for a considerate killer then?’

Lorraine met his eyes briefly to deliver a withering glare. He wished he hadn’t spoken. After all, his boss hadn’t sent him here to annoy the hospital staff with bad jokes.

As if on queue, his phone received a message. Detective Inspector Jacobs – his current boss. Jacobs had sent him the preliminary assessment that Denton had asked/pleaded for. Jacobs hadn’t appreciated Denton’s secondment to the division. Until today, Jacobs had given him no real work. Jacobs would have had him sorting paper-clips if such things still existed. Then, just as Denton was beginning that evening’s shift, a call came down from above. Someone important wanted this case wrapped up quickly. With no one else fit for service, Jacobs had sent him to interview the body. Denton had argued that it didn’t make sense to send him if he didn’t even know the victim’s name. Jacobs had said that this didn’t matter and just to do what he was told. Jacobs must have finally seen sense in the end.

The assessment he’d been sent was heavily redacted. Denton didn’t know if that was normal. At least the victim’s name was there: Miss Shahron Vlensky, no priors, no other history that was readable. Initial examination of the body at the scene of the murder had found no disease, or at least no sign of the current disease, just a little tinea between the two smallest toes on her right foot. In the section that listed identifying features, the left foot was marked as not applicable. What did that mean? He could see said foot now, but the only thing that might help identification was that it was more tanned and less deformed than the right foot.

He scanned through the remainder of the report: mostly technical details with lots of acronyms that he didn’t recognise. Oddly, nothing was mentioned of the blood covering Shahron’s dress. How had Lorraine known it didn’t belong to Shahron? Would he sound ignorant if he asked?

The in-field DNA tester they’d used at the crime scene found dozens of samples on the knife – mostly cat, though no cats were seen near the body. Denton did assume they weren’t looking for a particularly vindictive feline. None of the human DNA found on the knife was on record. The DNA could just as easily belong to the factory workers where the knife was made – these field testers were overly sensitive. Proper laboratory analysis would report on the quantity, quality, and age of the samples. Suspects would be found, guilty or not.

But arresting someone was the easy part. A jury still needed to be convinced, beyond doubt, of the defendant’s guilt. The “beyond doubt” bit was the problem, and to further cloud an already convoluted legal process, a new technology had arrived.

Lorraine started up the Soul Extractor and leaned back with an exaggerated sigh. He looked up from his phone and she explained: ‘It takes a long time to warm up, then, just when I’m about to give up, it goes bing.’

‘Isn’t it a bit spooky, summoning a soul back from the dead like this? Should we join hands?’

‘You know, that joke never gets old.’ Her smile was sour, but at least it was a smile. She continued: ‘What I really hate, it’s people standing around with nothing better to do than stare at me.’

Denton didn’t think he’d even looked at her for the last five minutes. Man hater, he decided and tried to find somewhere else to look. The only colour in the room, apart from Miss Vlensky’s blood stained dress, was some childish drawings taped to the white tiled wall; stick figures in crayon, their feet pointed backwards.

So Lorraine was married. He should have guessed. Married and too young. But she’d not taught her children proper anatomy, or, maybe, she liked to tell them grizzly bed-time tales of people whose legs were so badly broken they had to walk backwards. Some people just couldn’t help taking their work home.

He finished his coffee and threw the cup in with the hazardous waste.

Lorraine was watching something on her phone and nodding rhythmically. No ear buds, so she probably had the latest Blue-tooth dental crowns, or a serious case of ear-worm.

He wondered how long he had to wait, not that he had anything pressing to do back at the office. This extraction seemed to be taking longer than with his first and only other experience. The decrease's name that time was Joe De Foyler. No one particularly cared that Joe was dead. In Joe’s case, they knew who had killed him – Joe himself, caught up in an inferno of his own making. What the insurance company needed to know was the location of his ex-wife’s jewellery. Joe would only talk about his mother. He clearly loved her very much.

Only now, weeks later, did it occur to Denton that Joe might have given the jewellery to his mother. Denton would put in a request to see her financial status. If she hadn’t needed money for something like a hip replacement, he might dob her in. But that could wait until he was back at his regular desk in the fraud and arson division. Fraud and arson were often two sides of the same coin, so the divisions had been merged a few years back. Denton much preferred arson.

His first speciality as a detective had been burglaries, then he’d been moved onto random acts of vandalism. Only by agreeing to move to Tasmania could he get his teeth stuck into insurance fraud. Not a glamorous, but he found it rewarding. He couldn’t understand why so many detective novels concentrated on murder. Solving an insurance fraud took real brains. Rarely did the arsonist fail to plan their escape, or provide a water-tight alibi. Hiding their motive was harder, but these were not crimes of passion. Joe had just been unlucky, or stupid. Even so, the soul extractor had not solved that case. Could it do any better with murder?

He looked up to find Lorraine looking at him in an odd way.

‘When I was here last,’ Denton began, ‘the technician said that a soul doesn’t remember anything from their last hour.’

Lorraine nodded.

‘How will this soul extractor help us solve Miss Vlensky’s murder?’

Lorraine shrugged. ‘Not my field, but don’t most murder victims know their killers?’

‘Yeah, right.’ Denton nodded. ‘I’ve heard that too.’

When he’d attended Murder 101 at the police academy all those years ago, Denton hadn’t been paying attention. He had no intention of going down that career path, even if he’d been allowed. His father had told him about murder cases that went on for years with no clear outcome.

Suddenly, the machine went ‘bing’ and Denton jumped. Lorraine laughed in an “I told you so” way. She must have been watching him for this reaction. She quickly turned her attention to the symbols floating around on the machine’s 2D screen.

‘I’m getting a strong signal,’ she said. ‘Do you want to talk to her, or shall I?’

Denton bit his lip. Joe had been a good talker, if uninformative. ‘Put her on speaker. Step in if I screw up.’

Lorraine frowned, but made a gesture over the machine and a green light came on.

‘Hello? Hello?’ said a feminine voice. It came from the speaker over his head. ‘Where am I? I can’t see anything. Is someone there?’

Shahron Vlensky’s voice didn’t match the body on the slab. It was sophisticated, young, and sexy. Denton’s male brain went blank.

‘Ah, Miss...’ He quickly checked the report. ‘Miss Vlensky. My name is Denton Urp. I’m a detective with Hobart city police. With me is, um, Doctor Lorraine.’ He felt foolish that he didn’t know Lorraine’s full name, hadn’t even thought to ask. Was Lorraine her first name or her last?

‘Miss Vlensky. I have some bad news.’

‘Why? What’s happened? Have I gone blind?’

‘I believe the blindness is temporary,’ he partially lied, addressing the speaker rather than the body. It felt better that way. ‘Miss Vlensky, can you tell us your last memory?’

‘Oh, well, let’s see. I was feeding Tinkles – that’s short for Tinkerbell you realise. Then suddenly she was scratching at the front door and I... Hang on. What do the police have to do with my temporary blindness? You need to explain, young man. Let me speak with the doctor. Doctor? How long will I be blind? I can see a little now, but this isn’t making sense.’

‘What are you seeing, Miss Vlensky?’ Denton asked before Lorraine could answer.

Beside him, Lorraine was shaking her head. Evidently he’d screwed up already.

‘I’m looking down from the ceiling...,’ Miss Vlensky began, then stopped. ‘Is that me? How? A mirror perhaps, but my eyes are closed, and I can’t open them, so that can’t be me, can it?’

Denton couldn’t resist looking up to check if there was actually a mirror.

‘And what on Earth am I wearing?’ Miss Vlensky exclaimed. ‘I never wear magenta. There’s a strange man standing nearby. I hope it’s not my Tom. No, it can’t be. Tom doesn’t have a bald patch.’

Denton looked at Lorraine, but she only shrugged. This was his problem.

Miss Vlensky’s soul continued to prattle on about what she thought she could see, though in a calmer fashion. ‘A girl. She’s sitting down, but I can tell she’s very pretty.’

This was getting them no closer to the question of who had killed her.

‘Miss, or rather, Mrs Vlensky,’ Denton interjected, hoping to get this interview back on track. ‘We weren’t aware you were married. We haven’t been able to contact your next of kin. Would you like us to contact your husband?’

‘Oh, dear no,’ said Shahron Vlensky, clearly upset at the suggestion. ‘Tom and I weren’t officially married – it would have been awkward – so not really divorced. Even so, Tom mustn’t be told where I am. He would make a terrible fuss. You won’t tell him, will you, please?’

‘Only if it is absolutely necessary,’ he said. ‘For the records, Miss Vlensky, could you tell me Tom’s last name?’

‘No, I won’t. I know what would happen. You might be honest, even honourable, but some fool in your department will try to contact him. It’s better this way. I’d rather die alone. That’s what’s happening, isn’t it? You’ve given me drugs or something? I feel so light headed. And the room is getting brighter.’

‘Miss Vlensky?’

Even before he turned to look at the machine – the light was now red – Denton knew Miss Vlensky’s soul was no longer present, if it ever had been. He experienced a sudden, intense sense of disappointment. What was that about?

Lorraine was shifting the little coloured boxes across the machine’s screen. ‘I had to close her down,’ she explained without turning. ‘If a soul gets too close to the light, they’re gone for good. You can interview her again, in a couple of hours, once she’s forgotten. She won’t remember a thing from this session, so you’ll need to start from scratch.’

Despite his limited experience, this didn’t sound right. Joe had babbled for hours before Denton had finally asked the technician to pull the plug. Denton’s ears would have started bleeding if he’d heard another anecdote about Joe’s mother. Lorraine must have noticed Denton’s frown.

‘You’ll need to be more careful next time,’ she said. ‘This lady was ready to go.’

‘Go where?’ he asked. He knew this was treading on dangerous territory when he added: ‘Was I really talking with Miss Vlensky?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, well, I know the voice I just heard wasn’t a real person.’ He laughed to make light of his ignorance, and also to hide the strange emotion he was feeling. Could this be grief? He hadn’t known Miss Vlensky, so why should he care she was gone.

‘From what I’ve read,’ he continued with a slightly croaky voice, ‘the soul extractor makes all this stuff up, using what it knows about the deceased from their online presence, and from their DNA profile. Those things,’ he pointed to the probes still attached to Miss Vlensky’s head. ‘They pick up any residual brain activity to get an idea of the victim’s most recent emotional state.’

‘That about sums it up,’ Lorraine agreed. ‘So what’s your problem?’

‘How could she see us, from up there.’ He pointed to the ceiling.

Denton was feeling very confused. He’d only spoken with that disembodied voice for less than a minute, yet he felt the same sadness as when he finished a good novel and knew he would never read about the central characters again.

Lorraine took a deep breath. ‘Senior Constable Urp,’ she began. ‘The Electro Activity Correlator is more than just clever AI. It uses quantum entanglement.’

‘How?’ he asked.

Lorraine compressed her lips. ‘It just does, okay?’

Denton didn’t really care how the machine worked. Miss Vlensky’s voice had seemed frighteningly real, regardless of what Lorraine thought she knew. Now he wanted to know how Lorraine knew that he was only a senior constable?

Someone of his age should, by rights, have a higher rank. So who had told her?

Lorraine brushed past him and began hastily removing the probes from Miss Vlensky’s body. He noticed her lovely neck had turned red. Was she worried that she’d let slip that people were talking about him behind his back?

He knew he was overly sensitive about his rank. His sister was a captain in the Victorian police force. His brother-in-law was the youngest judge in that state. His father had reached chief inspector. His grandfather, commissioner. The family tree of his shame went back even further. Had Jacobs told her any of this, and what else had Jacobs said? That Denton wasn’t a real homicide detective? That Denton knew squat all about murder? That Denton couldn’t keep a girl interested for longer than six months? All of which was true.

The soul extractor unexpectedly went Bing again. He thought for a moment that they were about to begin another session, but Lorraine had the probes in her hand and she stepped past him again to withdraw something from the side of the machine. She thrust this into his hand. A brief moment of contact.

He only remembered then that they should have been keeping social distance. It was the law during the pandemic, but none of the regulars at the station bothered. No one knew how the current disease was spread, and it wasn’t deadly, so, after weeks of shutdown, some of his colleagues had suggested that it was better to catch it now and get the ordeal over with.

‘There you go, Detective,’ said Lorraine.

‘What’s this?’ The thing in his hand appeared to be a memory crystal. 

‘That’s Miss Vlensky, or what’s left of her soul. I assumed you’d want to talk with her again.’

He stared at the shiny black lump. He’d never held someone’s soul in his hands before. ‘Can I boot her up on my phone?’

‘That’s right, after you’ve downloaded the app. But, remember to swipe right before she gets too close to the light, or you’ll never hear from her again.’

Denton laughed, but Lorraine appeared to be serious.

‘The soul extraction is a once only process,’ she explained. ‘This is none of my business, but I think you need to catch up with Tom. Teach him a lesson.’

‘Tom?’

‘Her ex.’

‘Oh, yeah, but they weren’t married, and, I, um, only have a first name to go on.’

Lorraine rolled her eyes. The whites of her eyes were very white, her irises very dark. Denton wondered if he was only attracted to irritable women. Good thing this one was married.

‘You’ll need to charm Shahron into telling you more,’ Lorraine said. ‘I assume you know how to charm a lady?’

‘I wouldn’t make that assumption,’ Denton said with a grin.

Lorraine grinned back and he felt a little better about himself.
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The dark, cool, and empty streets of downtown Hobart suited Denton’s gloomy mood as he walked around the hospital block back to the station. Both lamppost and traffic lights were out, victims of the epidemic that had brought maintenance to a standstill, but the horizon was aglow with the green and red of the southern lights, aurora australis, and this light was sufficient for him to cross the road without falling on his face.

Talking with Miss Vlensky had unsettled him, and his physical attraction to Lorraine hadn’t helped. Lusting after a much younger girl was totally inappropriate, and Miss Vlensky had been too mature, but she such a sexy voice – pity she was dead. Thankfully, he wouldn’t need to see or hear from either of them in the foreseeable future.

Entering the foyer, he was confronted by the sound of every phone in the building ringing in chorus. Normally, even at this time of day, there would be a couple of dozen officers on duty, but tonight, no one was answering.

He flashed his badge to the sole officer standing behind the front desk. He or she lowered their machine gun and waved him through. Denton couldn’t tell if this was the same officer who had seen him leave an hour earlier – he, she, or they was wearing a full bio-hazard suit. It covered them from head to toe. Even the narrow plastic slit for their eyes only reflected the foyer lights. This officer would be one of the imports from the mainland that had been sent to maintain order during Tasmania’s emergency. They needn’t have bothered. Criminals weren’t any more immune to the Bum and Foot disease than the police whose duty it was to frustrate their illegal activities. There could be no outbreak of crime when smelly green boils kept the villains safely home in bed.

‘Have a nice day,’ Denton told the unknown guard and climbed the stairs. He didn’t trust the lifts with so few tradesmen available to service them.

On the third floor, he found Detective Inspector Steve Jacobs sitting by his desk, his eyes closed, his shoes off and his feet resting on an upturned waste paper bin.

‘You too?’ said Denton.

Jacobs shook his head. ‘Just hung over.’

Denton nodded. They all said that on the first day of infection. If Jacobs was coming down with the disease, it would explain why he hadn’t gone to the hospital himself.

‘How was your second experience with the spirit world?’ Jacobs asked. His eyes were open, but deeply sunken. That wasn’t a usual symptom of the disease, just typical for members of the homicide squad. They were all hard drinking Neanderthals to a man.

‘Her ex did it,’ Denton announced.

Jacobs showed no surprise.

‘I think you might need to go home,’ Denton suggested.

‘No. Can’t. What if you came down with the pox too?’

‘I suspect the world would keep turning.’ Denton
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