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Susan Jones hurriedly made her way down the dimly lit street, surrounded by ominous shadows that seemed to lurk in every corner. The sound of her black, patent leather boots echoed loudly with each brisk step she took. The street was eerily deserted and filled with an uncomfortable silence. She could no longer hear the thumping music from the club just a few blocks away, the vibrations of which had resonated through her body.

Her boots matched the ensemble she wore - a revealing transparent day-glow yellow plastic mini-dress, accessorized with a patent leather strapless bra and a thong that stood out conspicuously. Merilee had insisted that this club in Little Leng was the perfect place to be noticed, and she had been right. Susan couldn’t deny that she looked hotter than her friend, especially in this outfit. However, it was Merilee who had caught the attention of the enigmatic Overlord, with his blue skin and four arms, amidst the crowd. He had swiftly maneuvered towards Merilee, disregarding Susan, and abruptly replaced her on the dance floor.

Susan was accustomed to playing second fiddle to Merilee when it came to receiving attention, but it still stung. Although she had managed to attract some admirers of her own, she knew she was always the second choice. But this time, her friend had abandoned her completely. One moment they were dancing together, and the next, Merilee and the Overlord were engaged in a passionate encounter right there on the dance floor before vanishing into thin air, transported to some unknown location.

They had taken the Underground to the Tcho-Tcho Cultural Center, following the captivating music through a maze of narrow alleys and courtyards. Susan’s only guiding landmarks were the imposing black towers that had materialized all over Dylath-Leen with the arrival of the Overlords. These colossal monoliths towered above the dilapidated buildings adorned with the peculiar characters of the Lengite language.

Gazing up from street level, Susan could see the Tchotown tower piercing the dark purple sky. The stars above seemed to rearrange themselves, as they did every night, providing her with a sense of familiarity. With determination, she ascended the sloping hill towards the alien structure, aware that Ivy Town lay just a few blocks beyond it. Once she reached that brightly lit and bustling neighborhood, she would finally feel a semblance of safety, or as safe as one could be in the presence of the Overlords. However, she first had to navigate through Tchotown.

Susan froze in her tracks as she caught a scraping noise emanating from somewhere nearby. She strained her ears, listening intently for a moment, but the sound did not repeat. Hastening her pace, she attempted to drown out her thoughts with the rapid squeaking of her boots, reminiscent of the encounter with Bram in his bed the previous night. She welcomed the distraction and continued purposefully towards the black tower, turning a corner only to come face to face with horror.

A Ravager. The enormous alien predator held the lifeless body of an elderly woman in its talons, greedily devouring her entrails with multiple suckers protruding from its face. Susan’s stomach churned as she witnessed this gruesome scene unfold before her. Despite the glowing radiance of her dress, the creature appeared oblivious to her presence.

Instinctively, Susan retreated into a dark alley, her trembling hand finding the small can of mace in her micropurse. In her panic, her phone slipped from her grasp, clattering loudly against the pavement. Mesmerized, she peered around the corner, her eyes fixated on the carnage taking place just a few feet away.

Suddenly, a searing pain tore through her chest as two long blades burst forth, piercing her flesh. Blood seeped onto the transparent dress, staining it crimson. Something thick coiled around her neck, tightening its grip, while its teeth sank into her skin. Desperately, Susan fumbled with the can of mace, pointing it behind her over her shoulder. She pressed on the top, but to her shock and alarm, nothing happened.

As Susan’s vision faded, a red haze encompassing her sight, the twin blades withdrew from her body, slicing in opposite directions, one of them severing her left forearm. The constricting grip around her neck was abruptly released, nearly decapitating the dying woman. Her head and chest collided with the ground, and in her final moments, Susan saw her lower half crumple and fall beside her. 

With her last ounce of consciousness, Susan’s gaze fell upon the can of mace, its label bearing the words, “REMOVE PIN BEFORE SHOOTING.”

¤

Clarie Noble seethed with frustration. After enduring a grueling double shift at the docks and being subjected to stingy tips and pawing hands, she reluctantly agreed to give the scrawny kid a ride home. Little did she know that he would repay her kindness by vomiting all over her car. She had only just paid off her beloved Overlord blue Blupe, and now its interior reeked of Old Castaigne and stomach acid. With a deep sigh, she mustered the strength to pull the punk out of the passenger seat and guide him towards the entrance of the rundown flophouse.

As Clarie surveyed her defiled car, her attempts to clean up the mess seemed futile. The once pristine leather interior now bore unsightly stains, their color indistinguishable in the darkness that engulfed the street. Only a couple of streetlights flickered weakly, casting feeble illumination. Along the curbs, dilapidated Shantaks, Dholes, and even a Voornith with mismatched doors and tentacle-like fins jutting out from the rear bumper lined the road. Her grandfather had once owned a similar vehicle—a green one with black accents that roared menacingly as it rumbled down the street.

A nostalgic smile flickered across Clarie’s face, but before it could fully form, it was abruptly cut short. A large bath towel materialized from behind, swiftly enveloping her arms, and torso, rendering her immobile. In a state of shock, she watched in disbelief as a blade burst forth from her chest, followed by another, and another. The blades repeatedly plunged in and out of her body, mercilessly tearing through her chest and abdomen. Despite the gruesome ordeal, very little blood seeped through the confines of the towel as Clarie’s life gradually drained away. As darkness enveloped her, she felt strong arms catching her limp form, and then all faded into oblivion.

¤

Inspector Larry Nodens emerged from his Shantak, a trusty old car that had faithfully served him over the years. Despite its age, the vehicle had proven itself reliable, a testament to the quality craftsmanship of Sarkomand automobiles. Running his fingers along the car’s fins, Larry made his way towards the gathering of officers stationed at the entrance of an alley.

Flashing blue lights illuminated the area, emanating from the Zoog patrol cars. Larry couldn’t help but wonder how effective these compact vehicles would be in policing a city as vast as Dylath-Leen. It seemed impractical to him, as it took at least two of them to block off a street, and he doubted that any seasoned criminals would be deterred by such makeshift barricades. However, such matters were beyond his control and belonged to a higher echelon of decision-making.

The sentry officer standing by the yellow tape recognized Larry, the distinctive Inspector who left an indelible impression. Despite his relatively short stature of five feet six inches, Larry’s years of experience on the force had earned him a reputation that couldn’t be overlooked because of mere changes in standards. Clad in his customary gray overcoat, collar pulled up to meet his short, graying black hair, Larry possessed cold, piercing eyes that lurked beneath his bushy eyebrows.

Curious about the situation, Larry inquired of the commanding officer on the scene, Sergeant Matt Kirowan, “What do we have here?”

With nonchalant indifference, the veteran officer responded, “Mangled body... pieces. The M.E. is already here.” As Larry moved to pass him, Sergeant Kirowan added, “He’s here too.”

“Of course he is,” Larry muttered under his breath. He turned the corner into the alley, now illuminated by floodlights. Frank Belknap, the Medical Examiner, crouched over a scattering of body parts, meticulously examining them with an extendable pointer. Standing nearby, almost looming over Belknap’s shoulder, was a tall, muscular man in a brown suit. This man, Dan Oikos, greeted Larry with a grin and swiftly intercepted the detective.

“Larry! How nice to see you again,” Oikos exclaimed, extending his hand in greeting while wrapping his other arm around Larry’s shoulders. Oikos was an agent of the Ravager Analysis Task Force (RATF), responsible for minimizing the public’s anxiety in the wake of the Overlords’ presence. “I understand your need to investigate personally, but I assure you, this is just another RAD. There’s a designated offering site right over there in Shan Square.”

Larry turned to Dr. Belknap and asked, “What are your initial findings?”

The Medical Examiner shook his head. “I’m not convinced this is a Ravager Attributed Death,” he stated. Belknap pointed out various fragments of viscera and continued, “first, the victim wasn’t exsanguinated, as evidenced by the blood that has pooled in what remains of this ‘garment’,” he indicated the scraps of transparent yellow plastic. “Nor was she depleted of her bodily contents.”

Intrigued, Larry inquired further, “So the victim is female?”

Belknap confirmed, “Yes, you can tell by the hips. I would estimate she was in her late twenties. Her left arm appears to have been severed,” he leaned in for a closer examination, “by a straight, extremely sharp object.”

Agent Oikos interjected, eager to present his perspective. “What are your initial conclusions, Doctor?”

Belknap shrugged, indicating the limited evidence at hand. “It’s difficult to say with certainty, given the damage caused by vermin. I’ve worked with less, but this case ranks among the top five in terms of difficulty.”

Oikos exclaimed emphatically, “That would require an extraordinary amount of strength!”

Seeking more information, Larry pressed on, “Any form of identification?”

“Dental records will probably be necessary for identification. Her teeth are the only intact remains,” Belknap replied, his expression taking on a peculiar twist. “Except for her groin area. Surprisingly, there doesn’t seem to be any damage there. Oh, and there’s a tattoo on the severed arm. It appears to be a lotus blossom.”

With firm resolve, Larry declared to Agent Oikos, “I believe we have enough evidence to rule out a RAD. If you could kindly remove yourself from my crime scene, I would greatly appreciate it.”

Oikos raised his hands in surrender. “As you wish, Inspector,” he said with a broad smile. “But I’ll be nearby if you need me.”

Larry turned his back on the agent, his attention returning to the lifeless body before him. The victim’s eyes were wide open, devoid of fear. In death, only emptiness remained.

“She wasn’t afraid when she died,” Larry murmured, deep in thought. “Either she knew her attacker or she was taken by surprise from behind.”
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Nodens made his way back to the Police Presidium, where his small team of detectives awaited him. Gwen, the newest addition to the team, though occasionally scatterbrained, had proven herself to be an excellent data analyst. Alan, an older detective who had his moments of grumpiness, was known for always getting the job done. And then there was Horace, a seasoned officer who had been by Larry’s side for many years. He was a tall, hairy man in his mid forties. Despite his stature and imposing looks, he was one of the best detectives in the city.

“Any updates from the initial M.E. report?” Larry inquired, knowing that the Medical Examiner would have transmitted the findings to the team by the time he returned from the crime scene.

Alan, with a nonchalant shrug, moved to another computer, searching for the information they needed.

“Sir!” Gwen called out, capturing Larry’s attention. “We have another incident. It’s in Leen.”

Curiosity piqued, Larry pressed for more details. “Anything more specific?”

Gwen shook her head. “Not yet, but I’ll see what I can find.”

Larry nodded, contemplating their next move. Leen wasn’t exactly the most desirable place to investigate, but he acknowledged that it was as good a lead as any.

“Let’s go, Horace,” Larry said, motioning for his trusted colleague to join him. 

¤

Larry and Horace embarked on their journey to Leen, riding in the trusty Shantak. Leen, a bustling manufacturing center, was filled with factories, tradesmen, and the ever-present smoke from industrial activity. The Mulder Industrial Park and Scully Rail Yard dominated the heart of the area, while the Fillson Refinery stood on the polluted shores of the Sump Marsh, an unsavory swampy region near the eastern shore of the Lussian Sea.

As they arrived at the crime scene, they found Frank Belknap meticulously examining the body. A female police officer was diligently capturing photographs, while Agent Oikos observed the proceedings with his characteristic smoothness.

“Inspector, fancy meeting you here,” Oikos greeted, offering a nod to Horace, who returned the gesture.

Larry immediately recognized the deceased girl as the one they had found earlier. He inquired, “How did she end up here?”

“We believe she was killed elsewhere and then dumped at this location,” the officer informed them.

Belknap interjected, “The wounds are distinct, but I’m fairly certain it’s the same killer.”

Larry studied the victim closely. “She bears an uncanny resemblance to the Jane Doe we discovered in Tchotown this morning.”

“I’m entering her fingerprints and a photo of her face into the system,” the officer reported. “I’ll notify you if she has a criminal record.”

Larry nodded, his thoughts swirling. Horace offered a suggestion, “Perhaps they’re twins? Any form of identification?”

The medical examiner shook his head. “No, nothing. However, she does have a small black lotus tattoo on her left wrist, just like the other victim. Apart from that, there’s nothing remarkable.”

Larry’s gaze fixated on the tattoo, a flicker of recognition crossing his face. “What’s with these tattoos, Horace?”

Horace shrugged. “I don’t know, but one thing is clear: they’re all ending up dead.”

Curiosity mounting, Larry pressed on, “How did she die, doctor?”

Belknap answered, “She sustained multiple stab wounds to the chest from behind. The weapon used was likely a short sword, possibly a dagger. Or both.”

Oikos chimed in, seeking clarity. “So, definitely not the work of a Ravager?”

“No,” the medical examiner confirmed. “The wounds are too precise. This killer was swift, strong, and skilled, but not a Ravager.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Oikos acknowledged before nodding to the detectives and departing from the scene.

Larry turned to the medical examiner once more. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”

The examiner contemplated for a moment. “There is a faint scent of vomit, but it doesn’t appear to be hers. Her face shows no signs of trauma, and there is no evidence of regurgitation. I’ll inform you if we discover anything else.”

“Appreciated,” Larry replied, his mind filled with questions as they continued their investigation.

¤

Larry and Horace made their way back to the Police Presidium, contemplating their next steps. 

“So, what’s the plan, boss?” Horace inquired. 

“I need to provide a report to the CoCID and update her on our findings so far,” Larry replied. 

“Alright,” Horace acknowledged. 

Larry proceeded directly to the CoCID’s office. He rapped on the worn wooden door, adorned with a sign displaying the title “Commander, Criminal Investigations Division” and Supt. Pazia Gaunt’s nameplate beneath it. 

The Superintendent, a tall and attractive woman, possessed the distinctive angular features and faint bluish hue in her skin, typical of individuals born from the union of Overlords and humans who occupied high-ranking positions within the government. 

“Report, Inspector Nodens!” she commanded sternly, her penetrating gaze fixed on him from behind her desk. 

“We have discovered two nearly identical Jane Does. One was found this morning in Tchotown, and the other just a couple of hours ago in Leen. The only commonality between them is the presence of a black lotus tattoo on one of their arms. Both victims exhibit multiple stab wounds inflicted by a sharp weapon, possibly a dagger or short sword. The Medical Examiner has ruled out Ravager involvement in both cases,” Larry explained. 

“I see,” Gaunt replied thoughtfully. “These killings bear the signature of an amateur, likely a fanatic inspired by the Ravagers. We will initiate an immediate manhunt for this killer.” 

“I believe it might be premature, CoCID. We have a few leads to pursue before alerting the killer to our investigation,” Larry countered. 

“Very well,” Gaunt conceded. “Inspector, you are dismissed.” Larry nodded in acknowledgment and exited the office, where Horace was waiting by the door.

¤

“What happened in there?” Horace asked.

“The CoCID wanted to unleash the hounds. I convinced her we should pursue other leads first,” Larry explained. 

“Good call, boss,” Horace said. 

They returned to the squad room, and Larry slumped into his chair. This case was shaping up to be a major headache, he could sense it. Just as he was about to give up for the day and head home, Gwen interjected. 

“I’ve found something,” she announced. Larry perked up, leaning in to examine the computer screen she was pointing at. It displayed a news article from two months ago. 

“Pull up all the information you can find on that case!” Larry commanded. Gwen diligently typed away, and a new screen appeared with additional details. 

“The victims were identified as Megan Green, 19, and Matthew Reed, 18. They were discovered eviscerated in an alley in Leen by a garbage collector. The police were baffled by the incident.” 

“Any similarities with our Jane Does?” Larry inquired. “Both victims sustained multiple stab wounds, possibly inflicted by a dagger or a similar weapon. However, the Medical Examiner suggested that a longer weapon might have been involved.” 

“Any mention of tattoos?” Larry asked. 

“No tattoos were reported for either victim,” Gwen responded. 

“So, do we believe these cases are connected?” Horace interjected. 

“I believe so. Megan Green bears a striking resemblance to our unidentified girls,” Larry remarked. 

Larry rose from his seat and stretched his tired limbs. “Get some rest, everyone. Tomorrow morning, I’ll head over to Leen to speak with the officers who worked the crime scene. Perhaps they uncovered something valuable. Horace, inform me immediately if any new developments arise. Gwen, you’ve been a tremendous help, as always.” 

“I’ll be attending the Culling with Dani tonight, so message me if anything urgent arises,” Larry instructed. 

“You got it, boss,” Gwen acknowledged. 

Larry grabbed his coat and made his way home, ready to face the challenges of the next day.

¤

“Dani, are you ready to go?” Larry called out. 

Dani’s head popped out from behind the bedroom door. “Just give me a second, I’m almost done,” she replied, her eyes darting around anxiously. 

Larry couldn’t believe how quickly she had grown. It felt like just yesterday she was playing with her Cassilda doll around the apartment. Now she was a teenager, navigating the challenges of adolescence. The thought of her drifting away from him frightened him. He didn’t want that to happen. 

“We can’t afford to be late, Dani! You know you’ll be furious if we miss the first fight!” Larry reminded her. 

“Wait up!” she responded, a touch of urgency in her voice. She disappeared back into her room. After a moment, Dani emerged fully dressed with a bag slung over her shoulder. 

“You won’t be allowed to bring that bag into the arena, Dani,” Larry pointed out. 

She glanced down at the bag and then back up at him. “Oh, shit,” she exclaimed. She placed the bag down and quickly rummaged through it before giving a nod. 

“Okay, let’s go.” 

They hailed a taxi and headed to the New Dylath Arena in the Downtown District for the Culling. It was a weekly event where two dozen young men fought until only one remained standing. Larry had managed to secure tickets in the splatter zone, which was just behind the barrier and occasionally got showered with blood. It was also a prime spot for collecting souvenirs. 

Dani seemed more excited than he had ever seen her. 

“Are you excited, sweetheart?” Larry asked. 

“I am! I can’t wait!” Dani exclaimed. 

“You seem a bit tense. Just try to relax. You’ll have plenty of opportunities to cheer,” Larry advised. 

Dani let out a huff but nodded in agreement. 

“What do you feel like eating?” Larry inquired. 

Dani shrugged. “I don’t know. Whatever you want is fine.” 

Larry ordered a bucket of ribs and a large side of blupe. He got a Camilla Pop for Dani and a Nyogtha beer for himself, even though he wasn’t usually a fan of the red stuff. It was the only option available. 

They found their seats, and Dani stood up, enthusiastically cheering as the combatants entered the arena. The people around them seemed to be acquainted with each other, and a couple of rows away, someone had brought a crying baby. 

“I can’t wait for the blood!” Dani exclaimed, bouncing up and down in her seat. As if on cue, the arena lights turned red, and the fighters engaged each other. 

The carnage unfolded before their eyes. Some wielded spiked armor, others swung giant hammers, and a few had metal claws embedded in their gloves. The Splatter Zone swiftly became drenched in blood, while the splatter guard dripped with entrails, bone fragments, and gore. 

Larry and Dani indulged in their food and drinks during the fights, completely engrossed in the spectacle. By the end, they had forgotten all about the crying baby. Dani’s cheers were the loudest, and Larry told her so. 

“I love the blood!” she screamed with exhilaration. When the last fighter triumphantly held up his opponent’s bloody head for the crowd to see, Dani leaped to her feet and cheered with all her might. 

The victorious fighter noticed her and playfully tossed his opponent’s shattered helmet over the splatter barrier, winking at Dani. She caught it and proudly displayed it to the roaring crowd. 

Arm in arm, they exited the arena, their clothes and faces painted in blood. “That was incredible!” Dani exclaimed.

Larry nodded, unsure of what to say. 

Dani looked at him expectantly. “I want to be a warrior!” she declared. 

Let’s hope it never comes to that, Larry thought to himself. He smiled and nodded again, hailing a cab as they headed home.

¤

They climbed into the back of a taxi, and the driver glanced at them through the rearview mirror. “Just came from there, huh?” he asked. Larry nodded. “First time?”

“No, not really,” Larry replied.

The driver chuckled. “I can tell. You seem cool with it. Most people aren’t. They scream and cry and make a fuss. I usually take the longer route back downtown to avoid the craziness. Hey, if you’re up for it, how about going to the Snuff Stadium?”

“Not tonight,” Larry responded. “We’ve had enough excitement for one day.”

“Alrighty then,” the driver said, pulling out into traffic. Dani turned to Larry, curiosity in her eyes. “What’s the Snuff Stadium?”

“It’s like the Culling, but with unusual animals,” Larry explained.

“Cool!” Dani exclaimed, and Larry smiled.

The rest of the cab ride was quiet. Larry looked out the window, the city lights creating a dreamlike ambiance against the dark sky. When they arrived at their apartment in the Ivy City District, Larry paid the driver, and they stepped out of the car.

As they entered the apartment, Dani immediately went to the window, pressing her face against the glass and gazing outside. “Can we go up to the roof?” she asked eagerly.

“We need to clean up and then it’s bedtime,” Larry replied.

“Aw...” Dani whined, disappointed.

Larry headed to the bathroom, running water over his hands and splashing some on his face, observing his tired reflection in the mirror. “I definitely need some sleep,” he muttered to himself.
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