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A Note from the Author

	This novel contains mature and dark themes set in a grim dystopian setting. Readers will encounter:

	
		Oppressive regimes and coercive control

		Graphic violence and brutal combat

		Sexual violence and dehumanizing practices

		Traumatic events experienced or witnessed by characters



	These elements make the story unsuitable for readers under 18 and for those uncomfortable with depictions of extreme violence or sexual coercion. These elements are included to reflect the harsh reality of this dystopian setting and are not intended to glorify violence or abuse. Reader discretion is advised.

	


Bad News

	Navigating Erlangen’s deserted second precinct corridors, I glanced at my wrist comm. Ten minutes to eighteen hundred hours—enough time to grab a coffee before the briefing. I headed to the canteen. Two Jäger men sat in the far corner. One glared in disgust as I entered.

	“It touched the coffee machine. Now, we’ll need to disinfect before use.”

	“Yeah, you sure don’t want to catch what he’s got.”

	I began to turn toward them, but Corporal Schmidt’s hand on my shoulder stopped me.

	“Don’t let them get to you, Captain,” he whispered. “That scum isn’t worth it.”

	“It’s gotten worse since the tournament,” I murmured. “And I had hoped winning it would earn me some respect.”

	“Remember how we told you to go easy on the Jäger’s Battleleader in the final, but you didn’t listen?”

	“You have a point there, Schmidt,” I muttered, remembering Archibald Jäger calling me a slimy white worm—and how I had lost control. Since then, people found it funny to use it to get a rise out of me.

	“Hey, you two lovebirds, discussing who’s bending over later?” one yelled, and they laughed suggestively.

	“Are you trying to chat us up?” I replied mockingly, pursing my lips as though for a kiss. “And here I thought you were such a nice couple.”

	The two men stood and approached. One cracked his knuckles. The other rolled his neck from side to side. Corporal Schmidt pulled me toward the door.

	“Oh, look at him, chickening out again.”

	“Yeah, and now the ghost disappears!”

	"Clever," I thought, glancing at my faint reflection in the stainless-steel fridge door. My jet-black uniform contrasted sharply with my white skin and hair. "Not a ghost—a wraith!" I grinned, knowing my eyes reflected red.

	We were back in the corridor on our way to the briefing. 

	“You know, Schmidt, someday, I’ll put them in their place—no matter how long it takes,” I growled just loud enough for Schmidt to hear, but he still looked around nervously.

	“God-King, Hannes, keep it down. You never know whose enhanced hearing might pick that up,” he whispered urgently. “Better not even think about it…”

	I snorted, looking at him. “Damn, why do I let them get to me? Schmidt is right. The only one getting hurt by my actions is myself.” 

	“Sorry, Schmidt… I should know better,” I sighed. “How do you cope with it? I’ve at least some protection, being a God-blessed. But you were born without any shield at all, right?”

	“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Captain. You stand out as an albino—they by being ugly inside.”

	“Psst!” I grinned. “You never know who might be listening.”

	We both chuckled.

	“Feeling better?”

	“Much. Thanks, Schmidt. But honestly, someday I might just explode,” I said casually, imagining scenes of terrifying mayhem.

	I could handle the station’s stale, sweaty, gym-like odor, but I had to pinch my nose shut as we passed a women’s restroom.

	“You don’t like the smell of roses?” Corporal Schmidt asked casually.

	I gave him an annoyed look. “Smells like chemicals with a side of number two.”

	He laughed. “So, heightened senses have their drawbacks, huh?”

	“Suffice to say that I am looking forward to patrol duty,” I murmured.

	~~~

	I watched Major Rudolf Hecht enter the room and walk to the podium. He furrowed his brow at the papers. I wondered if I’d done anything wrong the day before as I glanced around and lowered my head.

	“He doesn’t look happy. Did you do something, Hannes?” Schmidt asked me in a low voice.

	“No… Can’t think of anything,” I replied, thinking hard.

	The Major scanned the room, scowling at the two late-arriving Jägers.

	“So, people, we have a problem.” Major Hecht skimmed the following two pages once more. “The first precinct is in lockdown. Apparently, they all have Legionnaires' disease.” He looked up. “The powers that be have decided that the second precinct—YES, THAT IS US—has to take over their duties for the whole next week.”

	“But that means double shifts!” Corporal Schmidt blurted out.

	“You’ll be compensated…” Major Hecht waved dismissively.

	“And Jäger Creation Day is in five days!” someone called from the back.

	“Yes, isn’t that lovely? I’ll try to switch another Creation Day duty to the first in exchange. Anything else? No? Good!” He took a sip from his water bottle. “And before I forget, vacation is canceled.”

	“Even for me?” I asked, raising my hand.

	“I understand where that came from, Solo. But yes, even for you. And thank you for reminding me, Solo… That little incident yesterday…”

	“I didn’t do anything!”

	“Exactly, you only watched when a peasant urinated against the statue of Gottfried Jäger!”

	“But I had to wait until he actually did something illegal…” I offered with a straight face.

	“Yeah, yeah, Solo. Still. I volunteered you for church duty at the Neustädter Church for the twenty-hundred-hour service tonight .”

	“But, sir!”

	He chuckled as he looked at me. “Somebody has to stand in for the first’s CO Weber. Perhaps that’ll teach you. And just imagine, Solo, today is also the swearing-in of the new public servants.”

	I closed my eyes in resignation—that would add another hour to the service.

	“Why the disgusted look on your face, Solo? More into men?”

	“Shut up, Sven, you aren’t even a real Jäger,” I shot back. 

	“Public servants,” I thought, disgusted. “What a joke to call them that. The poor girls. They’ll happily pop out transhuman offspring till they’re all used up.”

	“That’s enough, you two!”

	“Yes, sir!”

	I tuned out after that. At least my shift would end at twenty-three hundred, leaving me some precious free time. “Patrol duty on Jäger Creation Day…” I shuddered as my mind conjured a never-ending series of ways this could go wrong for me. I snapped out of my daydreams as the others around me stood up. 

	Corporal Schmidt grinned. “Good thing I am no God-blessed.”

	“But you are still supposed to attend service.”

	“It’s only mandatory for women,” he said with a wink. “Tomorrow!”

	“Yes, tomorrow!”

	I went home to change into my parade uniform. 

	~~~

	I gave a crisp salute to the sharp-dressed man in my mirror. “Let’s go, white worm,” I said bitterly, bracing myself for the reactions on the street. What good was all my strength if everyone was disgusted by how I looked?

	The weather was excellent, and I looked forward to strolling into the inner city. After taking the escalator five stories down, I entered the atrium. Some children played on the house’s playground, and as I passed the sandbox, they started chanting “Ghost! Ghost!”. I sighed, scowled at them, and stepped closer. They stood there, waiting. “BOO!” I shouted and raised my hands. They ran away screaming, “He’s coming for us! Wah!”

	An older man passed by and shook his head. “You shouldn’t do that.”

	“They seem to enjoy it,” I said, smiling politely.

	“Are you on something, Solo?” he asked skeptically.

	“No, but I try to enjoy the nice weather.”

	“So…” he said, eyeing me suspiciously to gauge how much I had taken.

	The outer walls of each building were thick and windowless, allowing them to double as fortresses. On my way out, the hairs on my neck rose, and I felt a pressure between my shoulder blades as I passed beneath the hundred tons of steel that made up the main door.

	Outside, I muttered a curse. There was no one at the crosswalk I could follow to cross the street. I tried to guess the color of the light by its shade of gray but failed, as usual. I looked around and pulled my pocket computer out. “I can’t even navigate the streets without a crutch. Perhaps they’re right, and I should just give it up?”

	“AI, what’s the color of the traffic light?”

	“It is red, sir.”

	“AI, tell me when it switches to green.”

	“Understood, sir.

	“Someday… someday I will drive a car,” I promised myself and clenched my fists.

	“Green.”

	I pocketed the device again and continued on my way.

	It was so quiet I could hear the low hum of the high-energy fences surrounding the government district to the south, between Erlangen and Nuremberg. I loved watching the birds flying gracefully through the air. “No walls for them,” I mused. Sadly, only a few bird species had survived the chaos of the Great Turn. 

	The first checkpoint was a couple hundred meters ahead, and I could make out the long line waiting to be processed. I walked past the queue toward the checkpoint’s gate. A young Lieutenant recognized my white skin and saluted. “Over here, Captain Solo. I will let you through,” he said and beamed as I nodded at him. “He’ll surely brag over a beer tonight about seeing the white worm in parade uniform,” I thought bitterly but kept smiling.

	“I loved watching your fights at the tournament, sir!” he told me as I walked past him.

	“Thank you, Lieutenant,” I replied mechanically. “Yeah, sure you did…”

	A commotion caught my attention, and I turned to take a look.

	“No passing with incomplete papers, you doll-faced bitch! And definitely not with the three girls!” an officer barked.

	I shook my head. “Give small minds power, and that’s what you get,” I thought, hesitating briefly. “Not my jurisdiction. Nothing I can do. And she’s most likely selling them to the church anyway—fresh flesh for the priests to train.”

	“Longer route with one gate, or shorter with three?” I chose the longer walk. “You never know who is on gate duty…”

	I walked alongside the wall surrounding the inner city. “Once I make Major, I can live there…” 

	Nuremberg Street was a highlight of Erlangen. Most ruins alongside it had been cleared, replaced by a park that stretched nearly to the Schlossgarten. Inside the walls, large mansions dominated the view. I once lived there with my foster father, Hagen Winter. “Good times…” The thought stirred something wistful in me. In a Germany of seven million, Erlangen’s twenty-five thousand residents made it feel crowded. But here, in the city’s core, I could breathe and enjoy the quiet. I took a deep breath through my nose and enjoyed the rich scent of the flowers.

	Scanning the scene, I wondered why so few women were on the streets. “It should be almost five to one, factoring in housemaids and public servants.” I furrowed my brows, but then I remembered the article that many maids past childbearing age had been sorted out a few days ago. “The farmers will be happy getting more cheap labor.” 

	I checked the time: Another thirty minutes.

	“Let go of me, you Jäger bastards!” an old man shouted, swinging his walking stick.

	Five children in Ohm Gymnasium uniforms circled the man. He wore a well-used suit, and his age made it almost sure that he was a veteran of the wars.

	I grabbed the loudest one at the back of his neck and lifted him effortlessly.

	“I’m the son of Archibald Jäger! I tell him, he’ll beat you up!” the brat shouted angrily.

	I turned him to face me and stared him down. “I know your face now, brat! If I see you again, you’ll regret it!“

	His eyes widened, and his voice trembled, “The white worm…” he muttered.

	I tossed him a few meters away. “Don’t call me that!” I barked, startled at how far he flew. “Damn, why does white worm trigger me like that?” 

	I helped the old man to his feet. “Are you all right, sir?”

	“Thank you, Captain Solo. Those damn Jägers get worse every day.”

	“Thank you for your service,” I said calmly and offered a brief bow.

	“Heading to the church service?” the man asked.

	“Yes, I pulled the short straw,” I replied.

	“Today’s the swearing-in…” he grinned knowingly. “I wish you luck at the raffle.”

	“Thank you,” I replied politely and hurried toward my destination. “Luck at the raffle… as if I would want to win a public servant’s services.”

	I made it just in time, slipping through the church's side entrance. Mumbling apologies, I pushed through the crowd gathered for tonight’s service. I found the stairs and climbed up to the balcony reserved for transhumans. “Sorry, God-blessed, of course,” I thought sarcastically. Checking my seat ticket, I was surprised to see it marked A1. “Nice! As soon as the service is over, I can make a run for it!”

	


Public Servants

	I shivered in the unheated church as loud chatter filled the space. People shuffled to their seats, and when the lights went out, the murmur slowly subsided. I sniffed, and sure enough, I caught a faint, sweet scent from below, where the women stared toward the altar. “They’re still using that drug on the women to make them more compliant,” I thought. “It also makes them addicted, so they feel terrible if they skip church.”

	“In the beginning, there was darkness!” a thundering voice boomed through the speakers.

	Then, the eye of the God-King began to shine high above the altar—that cold blue, unblinking iris, the eyeball crowned by a golden crown. The symbol bore right into my soul, and my chest started to hurt. Hagen had helped me overcome my irrational fear the symbol ignited within me, but I still tried to evade that feeling of dread that came from looking at it. I knew nothing about my childhood, what I had done, or where I had come from before I was a six-year-old in Kinzigsee. I might never remember it, and as far as I knew, it was better that way.

	“But then, the God-King came and brought back the light.”

	“Blessed be the God-King,” the crowd intoned.

	I had to give it to them—the performance was as polished as ever, and the congregation on the main floor ate it all up. It still amazed me how easily the church swayed these uneducated females to revere us transhumans.

	“In his wisdom, he decided to bring forth the God-blessed to rule the world, bring back the light, and save us all.”

	“Blessed be the God-blessed,” the crowd echoed.

	The crests of the original clans shone like stars around the central emblem. My mind drifted, and I remembered the lecture about the transhuman lines, their strengths, weaknesses, and oddities. Hagen had laughed when I had said it seemed like God was just experimenting, and that there was no recognizable plan behind it all. “The High King was a human. And he did experiment all the time. And I guess he had to give gifts to those supporting him. So, it basically comes down to politics.” My nine-year-old self had been devastated.

	“For the God-King! For the Leader!” came from the main area.

	“Aha, the part where they’re told to obey us.” I thought, keeping my attention sharp so I would not miss the cue. Soon, the crucial moment arrived, and spotlights hit the balcony. We, the God-blessed, rose, presenting ourselves to our subjects.

	“For the God-blessed! May they multiply and save the world!” came the booming voice of the priest.

	“For the God-blessed!” echoed hundreds of voices, each word hammering my already trembling body.

	We sat down, and I tuned the sermon out again. It would go on like that for the remaining time of the service, and I had heard the tale about the Great Turn at least once too often. It was all we had heard in school, and it was repeated in every single sermon. It had surely been brutal. After all, over ten billion humans have died in these few years after 2053. Not to speak about all the extinct flora and fauna. But enough was enough. “What they don’t tell everyone is that it was our own fault…”

	The regular service ended, and the room was filled with bright light. The first hooded figure came onto the stage from the side and walked gracefully to the front. A priest stepped behind her, opened the cape’s clasp, and bared the young woman. He gave his sales pitch, including her size, weight, and body measurements. 

	Finally, she knelt and received the blessing of the high priest. Afterward, she recited the oath of her profession. A second priest handed her a large sign with her order number, which she lifted over her head as she stepped aside for the next.

	These Public Servants were trained to please, guaranteed free of genetic defects, and willing to serve as long as the money flowed—and as long as the men were sound, they would conceive. 

	Around me, the men gasped and muttered lewd remarks, some already placing orders. It sickened me, yet I couldn’t help noticing my own attraction. “Sorry, Hagen… Why am I so weak?”

	The crowd’s heat stifled the air; sweat beaded my forehead, and I struggled to breathe. Was there any oxygen left? 

	I suddenly noticed that everyone was staring at me.

	“Seat A1? You won today’s lottery. Come forward and claim your prize!”

	My legs moved on their own as I descended the stairs and made my way up to the stage. The priests looked puzzled at each other. They had expected somebody else. 

	“I am A1,” I stated and handed them my receipt.

	They whispered to each other. “A1 should be Colonel Weber, the CO of the first precinct?“

	“He’s ill. I filled in for him,” I whispered. Their eyes went wide as they understood that I had overheard them. 

	One of them glanced up to the Mayor of Erlangen for a decision.

	“Captain Hannes Solo, the Church of His Holiness, the God-King, is pleased to present you with Luna. She is ready to conceive and will remain yours for this fertility cycle—or until she is with child!”

	I turned to the young woman. “What a beauty!” Even while I felt ashamed, reducing her to her appearance, my heart pounded with anticipation.

	“Hagen, what do I do? I can’t reject her in front of all the clans, but if I accept her, law demands me to use her to the fullest.” None of that showed on my face, and I managed to move in time, even if barely so. I extended my hand, and her cool fingers took mine—a jolt of electricity shot through me, breaking the moment.

	I looked up at my peers on the balcony. Was that the ugly face of envy? Or were they overwhelmed by disgust, seeing the prettiest one wasted on the likes of me?

	Luna beamed at me as if I were a butterfly, not just an ugly caterpillar, and for the sake of social appearances, I pulled her toward me with a smile.

	In a trance, I left with Luna to the cheers of the faithful. I had no recollection of how we made it outside. 

	A cab brought us home, and I opened my spacious Captain’s apartment door. As the lights went on, she gazed around in awe.

	“It’s nice here, Master,” she said with a smile before kneeling gracefully, eager to demonstrate what she had been taught.

	~~~

	A gentle kiss on my cheek roused me. “Good morning, master,” Luna whispered. 

	“What a night,” I thought, still groggy, as I sat on the edge of the bed and caught the mouth-watering aroma of coffee and waffles. A glance at my wrist comm showed she had woken me just before my alarm.

	She knelt before me, head bowed. “She’s well-trained,” I thought, recalling some juicy details of last night. “Very well trained.”  I had tried to be gentle, but she could handle my passion and strength without issue.

	"Good morning, Luna," I finally said, my voice still hoarse.

	I stood up and looked down at her. It felt odd. I had never had a partner who would stay overnight. She looked up, her large eyes searching my face for a clue of what I wanted, and pressed herself against me. I felt the exciting shape of her fantastic, cool body. My hand stroked her fine hair, and I bent down to kiss it. Her smell was full of femininity that went straight to my brain like a drug pushing my lower instincts.

	“You did well last night, Luna,” I purred into her ear.

	“Thank you, master.” She smiled at me like I wore a halo. “The test shows that your sperm count is exceptional, and my genes should be compatible. I expect no problem conceiving your blessing,” she said, face as bright as a morning sun.

	My enhanced metabolism kept me running hot but also demanded a lot of calories. So, for a moment, I was torn between breakfast and continuing what we had begun last night. “Why not both?” I thought with a sudden hunger. “If I ever have a chance to get her as my maid, I’d take it.” I stopped in mid-stride, lowering my gaze. “Women are humans too, Hannes,” my mentor Hagen Winter had preached. “At least she’d have a good time with me,” I thought defiantly.

	An hour later, my muscles and mind were relaxed. My breathing slowed, and I decided this was the perfect time to call Major Hecht. I wanted to get the next two or three days off to savor my prize to the fullest.

	“Okay, Captain, but only because it is your right to procreate after you won the lottery,” he said, annoyed. “And you must be back for the Jäger Clan Creation Day. You understand I need every strong warrior class to handle them.”

	“Of course, Major Hecht. See you at Creation Day!”

	I turned to Luna and smiled warmly at her spent body. Spooning her, the smell of her hair once again worked its magic on me, but I resisted going directly into the second round.

	“Hmm, Luna? What is your dearest wish?” I asked casually as my fingers played with her hair.

	“Being an extraordinary public servant, master.”

	“Isn’t there anything else?” I asked, curious how deep her indoctrination went.

	“What else could there be but to satisfy your needs and give birth to your child, master?”

	“Isn’t there anything beyond that?” I pressed on.

	“Master, why are you testing me?” she asked with a trembling voice. “There is nothing else! I find fulfillment in giving pleasure to the God-blessed and receive their blessing!” Her whole body had begun to tremble, and her breathing was uneven as she fell back to cite the maxim of her profession.

	I wanted to continue, but her look reminded me of a small animal about to get eaten, and a tear rolled over her deeply confused face. “There’s nothing else there. She’s just like an advanced sex doll, designed to please without a self.”

	“Shush, Luna,” I whispered soothingly.

	Trying to undo her conditioning would be impossible—and cruel. She was trapped. I couldn’t free her. “Leaves only using her to the fullest to give her some sense of worth.”

	


Creation Day

	My days with Luna had passed quickly. Sitting beside Corporal Schmidt at the roll call, I reflected on how I had used her services until the last moment—returning her only minutes before my shift began.

	In many ways, she was everything a man could ask for, yet it left a stale aftertaste. She knew her duties well—great sex, excellent cooking, attractive and modest. But she was too submissive, had no real opinions, and knew nothing beyond serving. That would have been perfect for many men I knew, but I wanted more.

	Regardless, her job was to get pregnant—mission accomplished—and carry the child to term. Everything would be handled until she gave birth. After that... well, the system would take care of the child if I didn't claim it—a decision I would have to mull over in the weeks and months ahead.

	But now, Major Hecht’s team briefing ended, and I had to face the immediate reality again.

	“And remember everyone: the Jägers are celebrating Creation Day. If they get too rowdy, call the SWAT—do not handle our warrior class colleagues alone.”

	I watched, mesmerized, as the Major tilted the stack of papers carefully and let them thud softly against the table, neatly aligned. A quick flick of his thumb smoothed the edges. He hesitated a moment and looked me straight in the face. That was his way of telling me not to make a fuss tonight. I smiled at him, and he sighed heavily.

	“Just don’t send them to the hospital, Solo,” Major Hecht told me, prompting snickers from the rest. “Not funny, people. I want no trouble tonight. You hear?”

	We headed out to our patrol car.

	“How was she?” Corporal Schmidt asked casually.

	“Well… Wow. Just wow. It was the best few days of the past years.”

	“Nice. And did she test positive?”

	“Yes, after the second day.”

	“Then it was a short-lived pleasure?”

	I chuckled. “Oh no. We didn’t report the result right away.”

	~~~

	Our electric car stopped at our target after a ten-minute drive, a pretty decent time given the old city's maze-like streets. It still had allowed me to listen to the emergency call recording. The caller had a sultry female voice, one I could imagine luring young men into a dimly lit brothel. But now it trembled with barely contained panic. 

	“The men hit Arny in the face! He’s not moving! I fear for his life!”

	“Try to stay calm, ma’am. Are the men still close by? Are you in danger?” the officer on duty asked in a soothing voice.

	There was a loud noise. Glass broke, and it sounded like something heavy hit a wall. There were screams and rowdy laughter.

	“Yes,” she whispered. “I’m hiding behind the counter… Please! Come!”

	“I dispatched a car to your location, ma’am. Try to hide. Do not provoke them. Do —”

	That was when the call ended abruptly. 

	Corporal Schmidt squinted, trying to see anything in the pitch-black night.

	“It’s deserted, Schmidt—just a chained warhound and some critters.”

	“God-King, Captain, I’d really like your night vision,” he sighed. 

	“And then we’d be both color blind, and I would need another driver…” I reminded him why he was with me in the first place.

	“True. Caller ID places it in that beer cellar over there, Captain Solo,” Corporal Schmidt said, pointing to a dim light in the darkness.

	“Okay, let’s go,” I said, opening the passenger door to get out.

	“But, sir, we’re alone. Backup won’t be here for another five minutes,” he exclaimed. 

	A glance confirmed my suspicion. His sweating pale face, slight tremble, wide eyes—all the signs were there: the Corporal was frightened.

	“Don’t panic, Schmidt. I’ll handle the fighting.”

	Clouds covered the sky, the air smelled of rain, and the wind rustled through nearby trees. Unwanted memories drifted into my head, and I shook them away.

	The cold metal handle of the old, heavy door felt good in my hand. I turned my head and let my gaze sweep over the pre-Turn parts of the city. I could almost imagine how it would have been before the Great Turn—more houses, less green. And even at this time of the night, the inner district would have buzzed with life.

	In the distance, the bells of the city’s old churches chimed ten. 

	“But those are most likely Jägers, Captain. They’re the core of our SWAT teams!” 

	“I bested their battleleader.”

	“Well, yes, but he was just one guy.”

	I chuckled. “I held back—and he still spent a month in the infirmary.”

	“Fair point…” He grinned. 

	“Good, Schmidt has finally found his balls again,” I thought and decided it was high time to bring an end to that party. My heart pounded, and my breath quickened. I shouldn’t be so eager for a fight, but these Jägers were a pain—constantly provoking me. Damn cowards, always picking on me, knowing I wasn’t allowed to fight back. But now, I finally had an excuse to rough them up.

	“Honestly, Schmidt, I’d rather wait for the SWAT team,” I lied with a straight face. ”But there are people in danger. We have to act!”

	“Whatever,” he sighed.

	The door swung open, and the pressure from the music system washed over us. The pounding bass jarred my inner ear—enhanced hearing could be a real pain. The air reeked of a heavy, sweet smoke—likely an illegal substance. The room was a battlefield—as expected when a pack of Jägers amused themselves.

	Criminals called me the White Demon when they thought I couldn’t hear. Tonight, these Jägers were to find out why.

	“SILENCE!” My roar stopped the party dead, and the music faded. All eyes turned to me. As expected, most were young Jäger men with a handful of local women—and a few older men wearing military police uniforms. “Worthless scum!” There! The first charged, his stance typical of Karl Jäger’s students, and my body reacted instinctively. 

	The attacker swung his left. I dodged, and my hand guided him past me. Using his momentum, I slammed his head against the door with a loud thud. They swarmed, coming at me two or three at a time. I focused on their movements, ignoring their faces to keep up with their blindingly fast attacks.

	One straight into the face. A combination ending with a jab into the solar plexus. Quick kicks, sharp knees, and hard elbows. I relished close quarters, savoring the impact of hitting flesh and bone. Ten were down within seconds. 

	One of the older ones charged into my range. “I’m gonna rearrange your face, freak!“ he roared—but my fist was faster. He would not be chewing solid food anytime soon. I pulled teeth from my knuckles and smiled at the frightened crowd.

	“Captain, the girls are running!” Schmidt shouted, struggling to hold onto a barely clothed one.

	A Jäger came at me, bottle in hand. I stepped in, his going wide—then I kneed him in the groin. He collapsed with a satisfying “Humpf!”. I used his hair to hold him for a follow-up to his face—I could almost feel the pain of his breaking nose.

	“Let them. They’re just civilians…” I replied, letting the unconscious attacker slide to the floor.

	My glance back lingered a moment too long, and I barely deflected a knife. My anger management training failed instantly, and I stopped pulling my punches. I knew there would be consequences, but the pain in my knuckles felt right.

	The last one fell before me, and the adrenaline rush slowly faded. “Damn it, I just wanted to teach them a lesson…” I thought, eyes sweeping the room. This would earn me at least twenty more anger management sessions.

	“God-King, Captain—you were so fast!” Schmidt walked through the bodies, turning them over. “Uh, Captain, I think we’re in trouble…”

	“What makes you say that, Schmidt?“ I asked, eyes closed in exhaustion.

	“That’s Archibald Jäger,” he replied in a low voice.

	I stumbled outside, away from the heavy, sweet smoke, letting the cool air wash over me. I was still leaning against the wall when our backup finally arrived. “That sweet scent… If that was that new drug I heard of, then I could get away with it.” 

	Several cars arrived in short order: the fast response team, ambulances, reporters, and, of course, my superior's limousine.

	He walked toward me, a hand in his pocket. “You know, Solo… This time, you’ve really done it,” he huffed.

	


The Inspector

	In the Black Forest, Constable Andreas Zeitler leaned against the doorway of the Kinzigsee military police station. Shading his eyes against the low sun, he watched a golden eagle soar over the surface of the artificial lake that had given the village its name. The eagle turned and flew over the dam, vanishing in the distance. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, Inspector Hagen Winter appeared before him.

	“Inspector!” he said, straightening his shoulders. “Didn’t see you there.”

	“Didn’t I give you a task, Andi?” Inspector Winter asked with a raised eyebrow.

	“Oh, Inspector, look at this amazing sunset! We don’t get to see those colors that often here.”

	“So, you want to paint it later?” 

	“Yes, definitely!” the Constable said excitedly.

	“Then finish that sketch I wanted,” Winter growled.

	The young constable vanished into the building, mumbling something about a slave driver.

	“I heard that, Andreas!”

	“Just as you were intended to, Inspector.”

	Inspector Winter rubbed his face with his left hand. “Don’t know how much longer I can take that,” he muttered in a low voice.

	“If I just had my wrist comm,” he lamented, opening the drawer for a writing pad and pen. “No modern tech to retain the knowledge to survive another event like the Great Turn—my ass. There’s no need to withhold technology from the police!” He took a deep breath.

	He retrieved the bound stack of new correspondence. He opened the first envelope, then reviewed the coroner reports and laboratory results while scribbling information onto a growing stack of colored cards.

	At last, he finished the final letter, leaned back with his hands behind his head, and stared at the case wall. There were too many cards with too many red threads connecting them. “Eight cases so far. Sure, the way they’re killed clearly connects them. But I am still at a loss how the victims are chosen…” 

	He went to the wall and began to tack the new cards at their respective places. Starting from them, he traced threads, trying to find some new clues. His eyes flitted back and forth, lost in the attempt to make sense of the tangled connections.

	The mechanical cuckoo clock announced the ninth hour. Hagen stretched his back and took a few steps back. His eyes lingered on the space where the scene sketch of the eighth victim was still missing.

	He strolled into Andi’s office and took the finished sketch from his desk. “Yes, that’s how she had been laid out.” He looked around, and his gaze lingered on the sketches and finished paintings on the walls. “He’s a great painter.” On his way out, he noticed the edge of a sketch under a stack of case files, and curiosity got the better of him. It was done in charcoal and showed a wraithlike figure in front of a dark, ominous, fog-shrouded forest under an unnaturally large moon. Hagen sighed. “I’ll have to talk to Andi about that. We cannot encourage this nonsense!”

	Back in his office, he added the picture to the sketches of the other seven victims. “Not long, and I’m running out of space.” His fingers traced the contours of the dead woman in the sketch. “I have to stop that. Damn it! What am I missing?”

	He closed his eyes and took a deep breath before returning to study the wall.

	“All had different hair colors and builds. Victim number six was in her forties, the rest in their twenties. Number five wasn’t alone, and her two brothers, both strong men, were also killed. But only her innards were taken.” His fingers drummed on the scene description. “So it’s not opportunity either.” 

	He leaned heavily on the table and stared at his notes. “I just don’t see it! But there must be something. They always make mistakes!” he hissed into the silence. His jaw tightened.

	He let his head hang down and closed his eyes. “I can’t do this alone. I need help—not from a camera replacement like Andi.” He sat on the edge of his desk, staring blankly at the case wall. “I need real help, like Hannes…” He shook his head and decided to call it a night. Hagen closed the case folder and put it back into its drawer.

	“I leave this no-tech zone first thing tomorrow and travel to the district headquarters in Sulz.” He nodded slowly. “Yes, and call the Colonel. She must speed things up.” 

	~~~

	The station was halfway up the hill, and his home was at the shore of the lake. The narrow, steep path was muddy from recent rain. A cold wind blew into his face, making him shiver as he walked home. The cold moisture crept into his coat, and he pulled it tighter. “Need to change to the sturdier clothes.” His steps sank into the floor and made soft smacking sounds when pulled up. It was slippery, and he placed his feet carefully to avoid falling. Nevertheless, his mind stayed on the case as he followed the small fluorescent line marking the path.

	The air was filled with the sounds of the nightlife. He strolled downhill when it became unnaturally silent. He paused, straining to listen to the night. A sudden noise behind him made him whirl around, his heart racing. Something big and black launched toward him. He stumbled backward, tripping and falling as he threw up his arms to protect himself—only to find nothing. 

	Panting, he stared into the darkness, trying to make out any movement. 

	Far away, a wolf howled, and a close-by warhound answered. “Damn those scientists to bring these damn beasts back,” he thought, irritated and a bit ashamed that he had goosebumps all over. His deep breaths fogged in the air, and he slowly returned to his feet.

	His shoulder ached, and his coat was covered in mud. “That stuff stinks,” he thought as he wiped the path’s dirt from his face. He took a few unsteady steps and stumbled but managed to grab hold of a tree. The rough bark grounded him, but he could not shake the feeling of unseen eyes watching from behind. He resisted the impulse to turn around again. “No wonder the locals see things in the dark…” 

	Inspector Hagen slowly continued his way home. “I’m not fit to be an inspector here,” he thought dejectedly. “Oh, Stephanie, my mental capabilities are goddamn worthless here. How did my predecessors handle this?” He gritted his teeth and swore under his breath as he limped forward.

	~~~

	He entered his cozy home, where the stove radiated heat from the corner. Hagen stepped aside, letting his muddy coat fall, and placed his shoes beside it. His housemaid, Lara, looked up from her work at the table. 

	“You are late, sir.” She stood and went to prepare his food.

	“I am sorry. That case—” he replied as he stood beside her and extended his hands to warm them.

	“I heard there was another victim?” she asked with a trembling voice, eyes downcast.

	“Yes, a young woman from Griesbach.”

	“She looked back at him. “Oh no! I have friends there... Who was it?” she asked in a thin voice.

	“Johanna Schindler.”

	“God, Johanna.” Lara had closed her eyes and leaned heavily on the kitchen counter.

	“So, you knew her?” Hagen asked, interested, and sat at the table.

	“Yes… yes, we went to school together. Joanie had been full of life, wanted to become a seamstress…” she said in a hollow voice. “How did she die?”

	“You really don’t want to know.”

	“Like the others? Did the Nachzehrer get to her?”

	“Who is telling such nonsense? There is no such thing as a Nachzehrer! Lara! Don’t fall victim to superstition,” he said urgently. “God, I can’t have my housemaid spread those rumors.” 

	Her hands trembled as she brought the pot to the table. She took a deep breath to steady her hand, then scooped some of the stew into his plate. “It’s goulash,” she said with a rasping voice.

	“Thank you for the meal, Lara. May I have a slice of bread?”

	They ate in silence. 

	Lara cleared the table and picked up the needle and thread again. 

	“It was delicious, Lara.” He leaned back and stretched.

	“Thank you, sir.”

	They sat quietly at the table—Lara with her needlework, Hagen lost in thought over the case. After a few minutes, he noticed her watching him furtively. Hagen smiled at her, and she blushed. 

	“Tell me about Johanna. Was she a tease? Did she make somebody angry?”

	“No, Johanna was more on the shy side,” she whispered.

	“Was there anything noteworthy about her?”

	“No, nothing. But the Schindlers are a widespread family. My Grandma used to say that they would reproduce like the rabbits.”

	“Perhaps it’s not the victims, but the families? No, serial killings are usually about the victims. They must trigger him somehow.” Hagen sighed. “I should go to bed. It’ll be a long day tomorrow.”

	“Tell me, who owns a warhound in this village?”

	“Almost every villager has one or two, sir. They protect us when we walk the paths between the villages.”

	“I didn’t know that. Interesting. I wonder why the station has no warhounds?”

	“Oh, but they had.”

	“Really? What happened to them?”

	“Your predecessor was allergic, they say.”

	“Interesting. You know a lot about these things.”

	She smiled embarrassedly. “We women talk. Not much else to do besides work.”

	“What do you people make of the killings? It must be a topic you talk about?”

	She put her needle down and leaned forward. “It's creepy,” she whispered, looking out the window. “How they're all being killed in the dark, and something is eating their hearts and brains.” Her knuckles turned white as she looked around wide-eyed.

	“Nothing else?”

	She nodded conspiratorially. “Well, someone, I won’t tell you her name, said she saw something near where Nadja was found!”

	“What did she say exactly?” Hagen asked, interested.

	She swallowed hard. “She said it wasn’t clear against the moon. Fuzzy around the edges, more like a shadow or a whisp. She thought it to be a wraith—not solid, huge, and not fully human.” 

	“That charcoal sketch! Andreas must have talked to her… Why didn’t he tell me?” Hagen thought in a daze. “We have eyewitnesses, even if they think it was a ghost, we have times and locations, and he didn’t tell me… Are there other things he lies about? And who told him to? He’s not smart enough for something like it.”

	“Did I say something wrong, sir? You look so angry.” Lara whispered, her eyes downcast.

	“No, Lara. You did well. Really well!” he praised her.

	She looked at him, searching for words or the courage to say them.

	“What is it, Lara? You can talk frankly with me.”

	“Will you reject me also?” she blurted out, pressing her hand against her mouth. “Like Sandra and Mary?” She ducked her head as if waiting for a beating.

	“It just does not feel right to bed you…”

	“The church says we should make ourselves available for you God-blessed. Greater Germany needs more God-blessed, and the Leader demands it! I’m here to serve, to receive your blessing.”

	Hagen Winter closed his eyes and sighed. “The Leader’s advisors, and their ideas. No female may refuse a transhuman male. And we’re encouraged to spread our—blessing.”

	“Did you volunteer for this assignment?” he asked, sharper than intended.

	“Volunteer? It is my duty. I’ll be punished if I fail.”

	“Were Sandra and Mary punished?” he asked in disbelief.

	“Yes. They got the cane and were sold to the traders.”

	Hagen closed his eyes. “It’s so barbaric. They tell them that we transhumans are the master race, that we are blessed by God.” He looked at her. “They will cane her, sell her if I do not bed her. She will have to endure pain because I feel uneasy...” His fingers drummed the table.

	“Well, then join me, Lara,” he reluctantly gave in. “Damn you, Wegmann!”

	~~~

	The following day, the sun shone in his eyes. Dazed, he sat on the edge of his bed. It was cool inside the house—the fire had burned down a few hours before. His gaze fell on the naked Lara beside him. She looked disheveled, but it had not been a wild night. She had just laid down the night before and repeated “Our duty to the leader” over and over again.

	Someone hammered on the door.

	“What is it?” he yelled angrily.

	“We have a new murder, Inspector,” Constable Andreas Zeitler shouted through the door.

	“Damn!” Hagen jumped into fresh clothes and met his Constable outside on the porch.

	“What do we have, Andreas?” 

	“A dead woman in Heimenberg. Like the others—heart and brain gone.”

	Hagen exhaled and put his hand on his forehead. “That’s number nine…” Hagen stared past Andreas for a moment. “You go and investigate the scene, Andi.”

	“Me? Alone? What about you?”

	“I take a horse to Sulz and call my superior.” He placed his hand on the corporal’s shoulder. “I decided that yesterday, but the ninth murder just makes it more urgent. I should have done it two weeks ago.”

	“But that’s a day’s journey!” Andreas Zeitler exclaimed.

	“Actually, it will be two days. The man I requested and modern technology could make all the difference.”

	“But if something happens?”

	“Yes, what if something happens…” he thought to himself. “It can’t be helped,” he answered both questions aloud.

	Andreas opened his mouth for another protest, but Hagen’s determined face stopped him. “I’ll head for Heimberg, sir. But please, come back as fast as possible.”

	He watched the constable leave and went back into the house.

	“Lara? I need provisions for the day.”

	“Will you be back for dinner?”

	“No, I stay in Sulz overnight. I will be back tomorrow afternoon.”

	Hagen absentmindedly watched dense fog creep over the water, waiting for his provisions. “Nine victims. And it’s only getting worse.” He struck the window sill in frustration. “Hurry up, Lara, I don’t have all day!”

	~~~

	The ride had taken a toll on him—his body ached, and he was chilled to the bone. Hagen guided the horse through the gate, where a stable boy quickly came over to take the reins.

	“We will stay overnight. Take good care of her, boy.” He slung the saddlebags over his shoulder.

	“Will do, sir.” The boy acknowledged with a slight bow.

	Hagen nodded at him and turned toward the back entrance of the Sulz police headquarters. It was an imposing building which also housed the district manager's offices. He climbed the stairs with heavy legs, gritting his teeth to cope with his aching back from the ride. He entered and walked briskly to the reception desk, hoping nobody else would become aware of his state.

	“I am the Black Forest Inspector Hagen Winter. I need an office and accommodations for the night.”

	“Yes, sir. Do you want an appointment with the warden?”

	“Not right away.” Hagen glanced at the wall clock. “If he would find some time later in the afternoon?”

	“I’ll make arrangements, sir. Here are the keys for 221B, that’s on the second floor to the right. Do you need an aide for your stay?”

	“No, no need for an aide.” Hagen looked at the keys. “But you might want to tell the squints that I am here and need my results first thing in the morning…”

	“Yes, sir. Anything else, sir?”

	“No, that’ll be all for now, Lieutenant. Your desk is the 0?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Hagen headed for the elevator, pressing the button for the second floor, already lost in thought about his next steps. A Jäger Captain—who must have overheard his conversation—quickly joined him in the cabin.

	“Your horse outside?” he asked Hagen casually.

	“Yes…” Hagen took a short look at the shoulder epaulets, ”Captain. I came just in from the Black Forest.”

	“So, you are the new Inspector?”

	Hagen chuckled. “New doesn’t quite fit anymore. I’ve been there for the past four months.”

	“I heard there is a serial killer? Already any leads?”

	“A Jäger asking questions? What’s going on here?” Hagen wondered. “I am not at liberty to say,” he stated coldly, eyeing the Jäger from head to toe. ”Well, anyway, I have to get off. Captain…” He left the cabin with a sharp nod and turned toward his office.

	Hagen absentmindedly squinted toward the elevator as he unlocked his rooms. “He was awfully curious…” Hagen’s brow furrowed as he called back the moments after he entered the building. “He had been there and overheard what I said to the Lieutenant. Are the Jägers involved in the case? But how? Or is it just professional curiosity?”

	~~~

	A few minutes later, his coat was hanging in the wardrobe, the saddlebags were unpacked, and the computer systems were powered up. Hagen loosened his fingers and rubbed them together to warm them after the ride.  

	His mailbox wasn’t as full as he had feared, but it still contained several hundred messages.

	“AI, create subfolders. One for important work-related mail, one for important private mail, and one named rest. Sort the mail from the inbox into the respective folders. Create auto answers to the messages in the rest folder stating that I am sorry for being unable to read them. Then move them into the archive.”

	Only seven messages remained, and he went through them. “That went faster than I anticipated,” he thought, fetching the notebook from his bags. Then, using the case and transaction IDs he had written down, he began to write emails asking for the results of the tested samples.

	Hagen sat back and absentmindedly ate one of the sandwiches Lara had made before he had left. The first report came in. He began to feed the AI with several prompts to prepare the analysis he wanted to make once the rest had arrived.

	“Still not fourteen hundred…” His gaze lingered on the clock. “Have to wait till Stephanie returns from her lunch workout—time for some news. Let’s see what Hannes has been up to,” he thought with a smile.

	The AI provided him with summaries of the reports concerning his foster son. When he found the entry about the martial arts tournament Hannes had won, he took his time to watch the fights. Most were over in a heartbeat. Only the later fights took a bit longer, but not much. The final against the Battleleader of the Jägers was something else. “Did Archibald Jäger call Hannes a slimy white worm just there?” He furrowed his brow and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Do I really want to see it?” Hagen took a deep breath and continued the playback.

	~~~

	Colonel Stephanie Stahl sat at her desk and ordered her aide to bring her a coffee. She logged into her computer and skimmed through reports when a video call from Inspector Hagen Winter came in.

	“Hello Hagen, what can I do for you?”

	“Hello, Stephanie. I’ve a problem here in the Black Forest and need your help.”

	He gave her a summary of the cases and the problems he faced, and her face mirrored his concerns.

	“We have to stop that before the Leader notices. With all that happened in the reserves in the past months, he might give us a hard time,” she mused aloud.

	“Yes, but there is more.”

	“What can make that possibly worse?”

	“Well, you remember that I’m here to investigate the possibility of an illegal Jäger breeding center? I think that serial killer case might be connected to that.”

	She raised an eyebrow and leaned closer to the camera.

	“Whatever that killer is, it can’t be human, Stephanie. I’m also sure that my investigation is being sabotaged. Like my deputy withholding information, even actively working against me… And, just now, a curious Jäger Captain asked about my leads.”

	“You are right. That sounds bad. So, what now?”

	“First, I want you to send my foster son, Hannes, here. The familiar environment might trigger a memory to blow that case widely open.”
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