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"Bradley!"

"Yes, Lieutenant Rod?"

"Sir, Mr. Jack Bleach is coming today to visit our headquarters, as per the information we received from HQ in Berlin. And..." Lieutenant Rod’s voice trailed off as he skimmed through the research files on the recent murder case.

"And what?" Bradley replied, his tone edged with frustration, his attention equally consumed by the grisly details of the case. "And he’s going to replace you as the head of this investigation," Rod said, his voice laced with hesitation. "What? That dumbass is going to lead the investigation?" Bradley shouted, his anger flaring as he hurled the case files across his office. "Shit!" 

Yesterday,

"Sir!" exclaimed one of the soldiers stationed on solitary duty at the HQ in Oranienburg. "Yes?" Bradley replied, his attention still divided. "Sir, a murder has been reported on Main Street, and Jack Bleach has ordered you to visit the scene and solve the case by either today or tomorrow, as he’s getting married tomorrow," the young soldier stated, standing at attention in Bradley’s office. "Oh! That bastard is getting married and having a good time, while I have to take on another load," Bradley muttered bitterly. The soldier, though clearly uncomfortable, said nothing. It was a rule in their section—no soldier of lower rank was permitted to comment on or question the actions of higher-ranking officers. "Never mind. I’ll send Rod to handle the scene. And where did you say this murder happened?" Bradley asked, trying to shake off his frustration. "In Main Street, at a lonely white-painted house near the newly renovating church," the soldier replied before swiftly returning to his post. 

"Yes, sir. Why are you calling me at this hour?" Rod inquired, his Suzuki SV650 parked in a secluded, dimly lit corner of the road.

"Rod, you're free, right? Good. Then head over to a white-painted house on Main Street, near the newly renovating church," Bradley instructed, absentmindedly biting the remains of a broken nail on his left hand.

"Sir, what’s the case?"

"Nothing serious, just a reported murder."

"Understood. I’ll check it out, but if you don't mind, it would be better if you could send someone along. You know, just in case."

"Don’t worry. I’ll send Mr. Shucks with you."

"Thanks!"

The call ended. Rod revved the engine of his Suzuki SV650 and made his way to the designated location.

"Sir! Constable Shucks here, sent by Bradley to accompany you," Shucks announced with a salute as he approached Rod.

Rod nodded in acknowledgment. He had parked his bike by the church, reasoning that the area felt safer for his newly purchased, expensive motorcycle.

Rod walked alongside Shucks toward the door. As he raised his hand to knock, the door suddenly gave way with a loud crash, its hinges giving out. Dust erupted, filling the air and making it difficult to see.

"Looks like we’re in for a mess," Rod muttered, frowning as he adjusted his eyes to the growing haze. The dust was thick, but they managed to turn on their flashlights. They tried the light switches, but none responded.

"This house is far dirtier than the one back home," Rod remarked, his voice tinged with distaste. "If my wife saw this, she’d either faint or hit me in my most sensitive area."

"Yes, sir," Shucks agreed, his own discomfort creeping into his voice. "I’m starting to feel uneasy, especially with the lights not working."

Rod didn’t push the matter further. He could sense the same unease in Shucks, but he chose to ignore it. His pride wouldn’t allow him to acknowledge any sort of fear. They moved deeper into the house, both eager to leave as soon as possible.

The ground floor was littered with dust and debris, but they half-heartedly searched through the rooms. Neither seemed committed to the task; Shucks, with growing anxiety, hoped to escape the eerie atmosphere, while Rod’s thoughts drifted to the comfort of his home, and his loving wife.

Rod sighed, growing increasingly bored. He couldn’t shake the suspicion that this was just one of Bradley’s elaborate pranks. But if that were the case, why send Shucks along? Regardless, he had no real interest in continuing the search.

With an exhausted groan, he dropped himself into a rickety wooden chair, pulling out his phone. He opened WhatsApp and began chatting with his wife, the eerie silence of the house fading into the background.

Shucks, left to his own devices, moved toward the staircase. His first step sent a deep, drawn-out creak echoing through the empty halls. A chill ran down his spine, but he forced himself forward. The staircase, though coated in dust, was surprisingly well-furnished.

The first floor felt... vast. Whether it was actually larger or just seemed that way in the dim glow of his flashlight, he couldn’t tell. Unlike the desolate ground floor, this level was filled with rooms and furniture. It was unsettling.

Shucks blinked.

A shadow shifted.

He blinked again.

A figure flickered—appearing, disappearing.

His pulse quickened. A cold sweat dampened the back of his neck. He thought of turning back, of escaping the suffocating air pressing down on him. But something inside—perhaps foolish curiosity or sheer instinct—urged him forward.

He tilted his head up, scanning for another staircase. None. This was the final floor. If he cleared it, he could leave. He could go home, whole and alive.

Then, he heard it. A groan. A woman’s groan.

Distant. Faint. But undeniably real.

Shucks swallowed hard and tightened his grip on the flashlight, stepping carefully toward the sound. His beam cut through the oppressive darkness, illuminating the corner of the room.

Something lunged at him.

A black cat.

He barely had time to react before it crashed into his chest. He stumbled, lost his balance, and hit the floor hard. His flashlight skittered across the ground, its beam twisting wildly before vanishing into the void.

Everything went black.

Not a single flicker of light.

Shucks lay there, frozen. His breath came in ragged gasps. He fumbled blindly, reaching out in desperation, but the flashlight was nowhere to be found. Moving cautiously, he decided against standing. He couldn’t afford another fall. Instead, he crawled. Like his two-year-old at home.

He gritted his teeth.

"Curse Rod," he thought bitterly. "That bastard is probably grinning at his phone, chatting with his precious wife, while I’m crawling through hell."

His hand met something. Soft. Smooth. Human.

His breath hitched. It was an arm. A woman’s arm.

A flame flickered to life in front of him. A candle.

Its dim glow revealed a face—delicate, hauntingly beautiful. An angel in human form.

Shucks stared.

Then, she smiled.

And everything went black again.



"HAAAAAAAAAAA!"

The scream tore through the night, distant but shrill enough to send a shock through Rod’s spine.

"Who the hell is that?" Maria asked through the phone.

"I don’t know," Rod answered instinctively.

Then, it hit him.

Shucks.

His stomach dropped. He didn’t even bother explaining to Maria—he simply ended the call, though he knew it would piss her off. Quickly, he typed out a short message:

"I’ll call you back later."

That was all the time he could afford.

Rod bolted up the staircase, the wooden steps groaning beneath his weight. As he reached the top, his breath hitched. A thick, dark liquid trailed from the hallway ahead. The scent was unmistakable.

Blood.

His pulse pounded in his ears as he followed the trail. His stomach twisted violently when he reached its source.

Shucks. Dead. Mutilated.

Rod staggered back, bile rising in his throat.

Shucks was naked. His arms severed, tossed carelessly to the side. His torso gaped open, hollow—his internal organs were gone.

His large intestine was coiled around his leg. Tied. Like violin strings.

His head—gone. His tongue—missing.

Rod couldn’t breathe. The world spun. There were no footprints, no signs of struggle, nothing to indicate what had done this. Only the carnage left behind.

Then, a horrifying realization struck him.

Shucks’s body was still warm. Fresh.

Rod swallowed hard, forcing himself to move. Trembling, he hesitated before checking one last thing.

Shucks’s most sensitive organ. Gone. Carved away.

Rod clamped a hand over his mouth, nausea twisting his gut. He turned—he had to get out. He had to find a sink, something, anything before—

His foot slipped. He crashed to the floor.

His head struck the cold, blood-slicked ground.

Pain exploded through his skull.

And then—

Darkness.

Rod gasped awake, his vision swimming as he forced himself upright. His head throbbed from the impact, his senses dulled by the haze of nausea and disorientation. He staggered, steadying himself against the wall, sucking in shallow breaths to suppress the bile rising in his throat.

Then—he saw it.

Something he hadn’t noticed before.

Dangling from the ceiling like a grotesque ornament.

Shucks’s most sensitive organ.

Hung like a lifeless, useless light bulb.

Rod’s stomach clenched violently. A deep, guttural sickness churned inside him, and before he could stop it, he doubled over, retching. His vomit splattered against the already desecrated corpse of his former colleague, mixing with the blood and filth in a sickening display of horror.

He clutched his knees, trembling.

This was beyond murder.

This was something else.

Something unspeakable.

His hands fumbled for his phone. His fingers were slick with sweat, trembling as he dialed.

Bradley. Forensics. Authorities.

They needed to see this.



Within minutes, the house was no longer silent.

The once-abandoned structure was now swarming with officers, forensic analysts, and medical examiners, their hushed voices and hurried footsteps filling the oppressive air. Bright camera flashes illuminated the grotesque scene, every detail captured with surgical precision.

Rod sat motionless on the floor, legs folded, hands gripping his face—his fingers digging into his skin as if trying to claw away the overwhelming sense of guilt.

He should have gone with Shucks. 

He should have kept searching.

His thoughts were a storm of torment, but nothing would change the reality before him.

Around him, the forensic team moved with cold efficiency, documenting, collecting, analyzing. The sickening stench of death clung to the air, mixing with the faint remnants of Rod’s bile. Every ticking second stretched unbearably, amplifying the grotesque weight of the scene.

And yet, as professional hands combed through the horror, Rod couldn’t shake one suffocating thought.

Who—or what—did this?

Then, Bradley screamed.

A raw, guttural sound—one that sent a chill down the spine of everyone in the house.

Rod’s eyes narrowed. Why is that bastard screaming?

But before he could ask, Bradley’s voice cut through the silence like a blade.

“Everyone! Get over here! NOW!”

The urgency, the sheer force behind his words—this wasn’t just another lead. This was something worse.

Rod pushed through the growing crowd, his heart pounding, until he reached the room next to where Shucks had been found.

Then he saw it.

And he froze.

Another body. Another atrocity.

A young woman, her lifeless eyes staring into nothing.

She was naked. Her internal organs had been ripped out, her large intestine twisted around her leg—tied in a grotesque mockery of a guitar strap.

The smell of blood and decay was suffocating.

Forensics swarmed the scene, murmuring in hushed, horrified voices as they examined the nightmare before them.

Rod swallowed hard. This wasn’t just a murder.

It was a performance.

A few agonizing hours passed before the team finally cleared out. Officers were stationed outside, and forensics were under strict orders:

Get the reports to Rod and Bradley—immediately.

Because whatever they were dealing with...

It wasn’t over and it might continue. 

“Yesterday, I was put in charge of this investigation. Today, I’m being kicked off? This is bullshit!” Bradley spat, his voice laced with frustration.

Rod remained composed, his expression unreadable. “No, sir. You’re not being removed.” His tone was polite—measured—but firm. “You’re being demoted. From now on, you’ll be assisting him.”

Bradley’s eyes flickered with disbelief. Him?

He turned, locking eyes with Rod.

And for the first time, he realized—he was no longer the one in control.

“Rod,” Bradley’s voice was sharp, laced with suspicion. “What’s your position in this investigation? You’re still below me, right?”

Rod hesitated for a moment, shifting uncomfortably. His tone was uncertain, almost childish.

“Sir, I... I don’t decide the rankings of officers like us...”

Bradley narrowed his eyes. Something was off.

“Okay...” he muttered, watching Rod carefully.

Then, with a reluctant breath, Rod finally spoke the truth.

“Sir, as of today, I’ve been appointed as Deputy in Charge of this investigation under Mr. Jack Bleach. So, technically speaking...” He swallowed, lowering his voice. “I’m your senior.”

Silence.

Bradley felt his stomach tighten. Impossible.

A kid—a rookie compared to his ten years of service—was now above him?

A slow, forced smile spread across Bradley’s face, but the venom behind it was unmistakable.

“Congratulations, kid,” he said, voice dripping with bitter sarcasm. “You’ve achieved a lot. From marrying your college sweetheart to climbing ranks past your seniors in a case like this...”

He let the words linger—heavy, sharp.

This case demanded experience. A hardened mind. A seasoned officer.

Not... Rod.

Rod exhaled and shifted the conversation back to the case. “Sir, what did the forensic report reveal?”

Bradley scoffed. “Nothing groundbreaking—just confirmation that both victims were killed by the same person. And one more thing... the young woman was murdered first.”

Rod’s brow furrowed. “Oh? Interesting.” He paused, scanning the dimly lit room before speaking again. “But how did the house get so dusty? That too, overnight?”

Bradley crossed his arms. “No idea. My best guess? It’s from the renovation site next door.”

Rod nodded slowly. “That makes sense... but something about it still feels off.”

Bradley shrugged. “Either way, it’s not going to crack the case wide open. Let’s focus on what actually matters.”

Rod sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. Let’s hope we get something more useful in the next reports.”

Bradley suddenly narrowed his eyes. “And quit calling me ‘sir.’ Got it?”

Rod smirked slightly. “Understood.”

Bradley turned toward the door. “I’ll be heading out—I need to make arrangements for Mr. Jack Bleach’s arrival.”

Rod gave a nod. “See you later, Bradley.”

Bradley paused. For a moment, it seemed like he wanted to say something else.

But instead, he simply muttered—“Bye, Rod.”

And then, he was gone.
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"Eh..." Isaac muttered, his voice hoarse and uncertain. Where... am I?

His vision swam as he surveyed his surroundings. The air was thick with dust, and the dimly lit room was cluttered with haphazardly stacked boxes, their labels faded and peeling. A musty scent lingered, mixing with the sharp tang of something metallic.

He shifted slightly, then froze. A chilling realization sent a jolt through his body.

He was naked.

Panic surged through him as he frantically searched for something—anything—to cover himself, but the cramped space offered no such mercy. His heart pounded against his ribs as a silent prayer formed on his lips: Please, let no one be here. If he could just slip away unnoticed, make it back to his house on Main Street...

But where was he? How had he ended up here?

His mind was a haze, fragmented and uncooperative. He couldn't recall anything from the past except for her. Rose. His wife. His anchor. The only solace in his stress-ridden life.

Clenching his jaw, he forced himself to stand—only for his foot to slip on the dusty floor. A sharp crack echoed as he crashed down, his right arm scraping against something jagged. A deep gash tore through his skin, and blood surged forth in thick, crimson rivulets.

But something was wrong. Terribly, unnaturally wrong. There was no pain. Not even a flicker of sensation. His breath hitched. His fingers trembled as he touched the wound, watching the blood seep between them. He stood again, scanning the walls for a door. Nothing. The room was sealed. His frustration grew, an anger that burned hotter with every second. And yet—he felt nothing. No pain. No exhaustion. It was unnatural. Infuriating.

He searched again. Still nothing. Defeated, he sat down. The cold floor pressed against his skin, oddly soothing. A sensation he hadn’t expected. Arousing, even. For a fleeting moment, temptation stirred—but he crushed it. Not now.

He rose once more, eyes shifting upward. No windows. Just endless confinement. But then—he saw it. A square cut in the ceiling. An escape.

Determined, he stacked the boxes, one atop the other, until they formed a crude ladder. Climbing up, he shoved the ceiling panel open—and the truth struck him like a hammer.

He was underground.

The revelation sent a chill down his spine. But no guards. No chains. Just an empty, lavish space above.

Stepping out, his feet met polished, high-class flooring. Luxury. A stark contrast to where he had been trapped. The room held everything—elegant furniture, air conditioning, a massive television, even Wi-Fi.

He moved toward the TV and powered it on. A smart one. He scrolled through the interface, his instincts guiding him. History. Always check the history.

He tapped into it, expecting nothing unusual. And yet—

What he read was ordinary. The kind of content any "mature" adult might browse.

But he clicked anyway.

For a moment, he watched. It was good. Addictive, even. But then—his wife’s voice echoed in his mind.

"Quit that habit."

And just like that, he turned it off. 

Isaac crossed to the kitchen side, where the rich aroma of boiling noodles and roasting meat filled the air, though nothing was visible. A flicker of anxiety stirred within him. He reached out, tasting a sample of the unseen dish—it was divine. Then, footsteps echoed, approaching steadily. Bracing himself, he stood tall, ready to confront whoever had abducted him, his nudity an afterthought he ignored.

A figure emerged. It was a young girl, perhaps in her mid-twenties, clad only in a towel that barely covered her. “Oi! You’re awake,” she said with a playful grin. “I got bored just watching—it’s way more fun in real life. Come on, let’s have some fun.” Before Isaac could finish his startled “What the—,” she stepped forward and let the towel slip, revealing her bare, youthful form.

A shiver brushed against him, and he realized he, too, was naked. He paused, considering the situation. “I guess... there’s no harm in one night,” he muttered. She took his hand and led him to a nearby room. It was cozy, inviting—and that was that. 

Hours slipped by as they enjoyed themselves. "You’re good—better than the ones before," the young girl remarked, pulling the bedsheet over herself. "Hmm... You seem a lot more experienced than I am," Isaac said, standing up and revealing his hairy frame. "Oh, yes. Five years, thirty-nine lads, and you’re the lucky fortieth," she replied with a grin. "Uh... okay, then. I need to go. Where are my clothes?" Isaac asked. "Why bother? You look better without them," she murmured, smiling slyly. Isaac didn’t respond, his eyes following her as she reached for a pair of men’s clothes beside her. As she stretched, the sheet slipped, exposing her body. The sight stirred Isaac, tempting him toward another round. But then his wife’s innocent face flashed in his mind. His heart lurched as the weight of his sin hit him. Snatching the clothes from her, he bolted to the bathroom next door.

"You look handsome," she said when he emerged, fully dressed for the first time in her presence. "Eh... don’t make me blush," Isaac replied. "But can you tell me why I’m here?" She tilted her head. "I found you in my backyard, just in your underwear. You looked good, so I brought you in. If you weren’t nice, I’d have knocked you out cold." “Understood!”, nodded Isaac before leaving the residence with a grin smile, “Thanks”. 

Isaac walked with purpose, occasionally pausing to ask directions from strangers along the road. At last, he stepped onto Main Street. The crowd there was unevenly scattered—oddly so, he thought. He pressed on toward his house, his mind a narrow thread of memories: his home, his wife, and a handful of details tied to his life and residence. His house stood beside a church, where the clamor of recent renovations had just begun. “Oh, great,” Isaac muttered under his breath as he drew closer, spotting officers lingering nearby. 

"Salute, sir!"  

"Yes, Bradman?"  

"Sir, there's someone acting suspicious outside the premises of this house. Should we investigate?"  

"Hmm... Alright," Officer Ahmed agreed. 

"Hey! You there! Come here!" Constable Bradman shouted at Isaac.  

"Why, officer?" Isaac replied, startled.  

"Why were you staring at this place?" Bradman demanded.  

"Sir, I should be the one asking why you’re at my house!"  

"What? This is your house?"  

"Yes, why?"  

"Oh, perfect," Bradman muttered, pulling out his phone and snapping a quick photo. "Do you know this person?" he asked, showing Isaac a picture of a young woman’s naked, lifeless body. Isaac froze, staring in stunned silence.  

"Hey! Answer me!" Bradman pressed.  

"Yes..." Isaac whispered, collapsing to his knees, sobs breaking free. His eyes reddened as tears streamed down his face. "My love... my only moon in the dark sky... she’s gone!"  

"Who was she to you? Sister? Fiancée? Girlfriend? Relative?" Bradman asked, his curiosity piqued.  

"My wife, officer," Isaac choked out.
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“What? Great! I’ll be over right away with Mr. Jack Bleach. Keep it confidential—no press releases yet, and don’t tell anyone after me. Got it? Good.”  

Rod informed Jack Bleach, who was engrossed in comparing the postmortem reports of Shucks and the young lady, a cigarette dangling from his lips despite being indoors. “Lad, let’s move now,” Jack said, exhaling smoke.  

They arrived at Isaac’s house on Main Street. Rod parked his Ford F-150 as Jack approached the front door. He waited until Rod caught up, and together they stepped inside. The house was just as Rod remembered it. They were led to a quiet room on the ground floor, where Isaac sat, handcuffed as a suspect.  

“Describe yourself!” Rod demanded with an awkward smile, despite being the most handsome man in his unit.  

“Eh... what?” Isaac mumbled, revealing a torn lip and broken teeth.  

“Eiiiiiii!” he shrieked in sudden terror. Turning to Ahmed, who stood in the corner, Isaac snapped, “Who gave you the right to beat him?”  

Ahmed blinked, startled. “No, sir, you’re mistaken. I haven’t touched him. It was Constable Bradman’s doing.”  

Rod opened his mouth to press further, but Jack Bleach cut him off with a sharp glance, silently ordering him to stop.  

Jack stepped closer to Isaac, his voice low and deliberate. “Who are you? Describe yourself in relation to the victim.”  

“I’m Isaac,” he began. “The number one detective of the last decade. I’m six-foot-five, weigh 85 kilograms...”  

Ahmed interrupted, eyes widening. “Are you Isaac Vale? The one who cracked the church bribery case and became the busiest detective in Germany?”  

“Hmm... yes,” Isaac replied, a shy smile breaking through his battered face. “I got stress-ridden, though. Cases flooded my mind. I started drinking too often, watching... sinful things. But Rose—she was the light in my dark nights, with her bright, simple smile. We met in Denmark, fell for each other, and married a few years later. And then... I can’t remember much beyond that. Sorry.”  

“That’s not good,” Rod said, his voice tinged with unease. “Tell us more about yourself.”  

“Hmm...” Isaac hesitated. “I woke up naked in some girl’s basement. We talked, then... I slept with her. Afterward, I remembered Rose and left to come here.”  

“What! You cheated on your wife?” Ahmed exclaimed, incredulous.  

“Yes. No. It wasn’t intentional—I didn’t want to, it just... happened. Please, let’s drop it. I don’t want to dwell on my guilt,” Isaac said, his voice heavy with remorse.  

“Hmm... interesting,” Jack muttered, lighting another cigarette, the smoke curling around his thoughtful expression. “Who was that girl? Why were you even in her house to begin with?”

“She’s probably a prostitute,” Isaac replied. “She told me I was the fortieth in line that night. Said I showed up at her door unconscious and half-dressed.”

“So you were clothed when you got there, but she stripped you down and held you captive in her basement?” Rod pieced together.

“Yes,” Isaac confirmed.

“Tell us more,” Jack demanded, sliding a bullet into his pistol’s chamber.

Isaac swallowed hard. “Then I walked all the way here. Strangers helped me along the way.”

“Great,” Jack said dryly. “Sounds like you’re irrelevant to this case.” He raised the pistol, aiming it at Isaac. “Any last wishes?”

“Last wish?” Isaac’s voice steadied. “I want to investigate this case—find out who killed my wife and why.” He spoke with no real hope of it coming true.

“Hmm.” Jack shifted his aim to Isaac’s left leg and fired.

“Chief!” Ahmed yelled.

“Don’t!” Rod shouted.

But it was too late. Blood pooled from Isaac’s leg as the shot rang out. The room froze—not because of the wound, but because Isaac didn’t flinch. No cries, no screams. He just knelt there, still.

“Doesn’t it hurt?” Jack asked, narrowing his eyes.

“It does,” Isaac said. “But I don’t cry in front of crowds.” It was a lie. He wasn’t sure why he said it, but it felt right.

“Are you feeling better?” the chief doctor asked gently. Isaac lay in a hospital bed, fresh from surgery to remove the bullet. He nodded faintly to the doctor’s courteous questions about his condition.

“Hey, lucky brat... doing better now?” a voice called from behind the door. Isaac strained to see who it was until the figure stepped in—Rod.

“Yeah, feeling better,” Isaac lied again.

“Good. Get ready. You’ve got a case to work on,” Rod said, settling onto a stool nearby.

“What case?”

“Isaac, you’re now assistant to Jack Bleach and me. Third in command on this investigation. Congrats,” Rod said, his tone flat.

“Thanks,” Isaac replied. “Tell Jack Bleach I said thanks, too.

In the quiet corners of Alexanderplatz Street, a small band of musicians poured their music out to the busy strangers hurrying along. A crowd soon gathered. The band collected more coins than the solitary blind musician stationed across the road, where he played a flute and drum in tandem. He earned a respectable amount too—less than the group, yet sufficient for his needs. Though blind, he had mastered skills that rendered him more resilient than those blessed with sight. 

“Hey, man,” a voice called out.

“Who?” the blind musician asked, tilting his head slightly.

“Just an ordinary person passing by—one of the few captivated by your music.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” the blind man replied with a faint smile. “If you don’t mind, could you toss some coins onto the silver plate?” His request was gentle, polite.

“Of course,” the stranger said, dropping about ten silver coins onto the plate with a soft clink. “Have a good day!” he added before walking off.

Soon after, the blind man grew tired and sat down to rest. He gathered the coins from the plate, running his fingers over them as he counted. Today’s haul was better than usual, and a quiet satisfaction settled over him. But then a breeze picked up, sharp and insistent, tugging at his clothes. He wrapped up his belongings and stood to leave, when suddenly he sensed a presence behind him—dark, unsettling. He couldn’t be certain. He didn’t need to be. A moment later, a blade sliced through his stomach, carving upward until it severed his vocal cords. It was one of his final moments.

––––––––
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“Yes? What? Another one?”

Rod rushed to Isaac’s room, urging him to follow. “Come with me—it’s urgent,” he said, though he kept the details to himself.

“Another man killed? Blind, you say?” Jack asked as Isaac listened quietly. The three of them were already on their way, speeding toward the crime scene in Rod’s Ford F-150.

“Yes, sir,” Rod replied. “The descriptions are gruesome. You’ll see for yourself when we get there.”

“Where’s the crime scene?” Jack pressed, scribbling notes in his notebook.

“In an alleyway off Alexanderplatz,” Rod answered.

They arrived within minutes. The alley was nearly deserted, with only a handful of officers present—Bradman among them. The body lay untouched, exactly as it had been found, reported to the office by a noble businessman who’d stumbled across it on his way through. It rested motionless. Naked. The eyes were gouged out, leaving hollow sockets, and the ears were grotesquely stuffed with the victim’s own severed fingers. A shallow gash sliced across the throat—not deep enough to kill instantly, but enough to ensure his final moments were spent gurgling, choking on his own shredded vocal cords. Shoved deep into his gullet was a violin, its delicate frame shattered into a twisted wreck—splintered wood, tangled strings, and a cracked, blackened body. The instrument’s jagged edges had torn into his esophagus, its blood-and-bile-slicked remains protruding outward, transforming the once-elegant curves into a macabre tool of death.

“It has to be the same killer,” Bradley muttered, his voice cutting through the stillness. “I don’t get why he’d pick a lonely blind musician over flashier targets.”

“Shut it!” Jack snapped, his pencil scratching furiously as he jotted notes and sketched a rough outline of the corpse.

Moments later, Bradley received word of yet another demotion. A newcomer was stepping into his role—Isaac Vale, already on the scene, scrutinizing the crime site right in front of him. Bradley pulled Rod aside, his voice low but tense. “Rod, is that kid Isaac Vale?”

“Yes,” Rod replied flatly.

“Why am I being demoted? Why’s he getting such a big shot at this?” Bradley pressed.

“It’s not just about talent,” Rod said, his tone devoid of warmth, his gaze blank. “His bravery, his drive to crack this case—it’s stronger, more compelling.”

“You’re saying I don’t have a good enough reason?” Bradley’s voice cracked with emotion.

“Yes,” Rod answered, unflinching.

“Fuck you all!” Bradley erupted, his anger boiling over as he stormed off the scene.

Rod didn’t bat an eye. He turned back to the group without a second thought. Meanwhile, Isaac was engrossed in his work, jotting down every clue the killer had left behind. Jack approached him, curious. “Isaac, what’s your take on this?”

“I thought we’d wrap this up quickly,” Isaac admitted, pausing to consider. “But now? I’m not so sure.”

“Hmm. Good,” Jack murmured, nodding thoughtfully.

CRACK!

A bullet tore through Jack Bleach’s right ear, ripping cartilage and flesh as a jet of crimson sprayed across the alleyway. He staggered back, clutching the side of his head, his scream lost in the explosive thunderstorm of gunfire that erupted around them.

Rod and Isaac dove for cover behind a rusted dumpster as bullets slammed into the concrete walls, sparking like miniature explosions. The air reeked of gunpowder, blood, and adrenaline.

“AMBUSH!” Rod bellowed, yanking his pistol free.

Isaac’s mind snapped into kill mode. The symphony of chaos around him felt eerily familiar. The rattling gunfire, the scream of wounded men, the scent of blood—he had been in this storm before.

And he knew exactly how to move inside it.
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0:05 SECONDS INTO THE SHOOTOUT
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Isaac whipped out his pistol, a SIG Sauer P226, and fired blindly over the dumpster, feeling the sharp recoil punch into his palm. A man screamed as his bullet shattered a kneecap, sending an attacker crashing to the pavement.

Jack, still half-stunned, ripped a Glock 17 from his holster and fired wildly at the shadowed figures. His vision blurred, his balance uneven from the bullet wound, but the street was too narrow for the attackers to spread out.

Rod vaulted over the dumpster in a blur of motion, unloading his magazine mid-air, his bullets hammering two attackers square in the chest. Their bodies jerked like marionettes cut from their strings before slumping into the wet pavement.

Four more gunmen. Black tactical gear. Suppressors. Professionals.

“They’re not gangsters! These are trained hitters!” Isaac shouted.

One of the shooters ducked behind a burning car and tossed a flashbang.

Isaac caught the movement—his body reacted before his mind did.

“FLASH!” he roared, throwing himself over Jack just as—

BOOM!

A white-hot explosion of sound and light detonated the alley. The world collapsed into silence. The gunfire became a distant murmur, drowned in an overwhelming ringing.

Isaac’s vision blurred. His pulse pounded in his skull. But through the haze, his body still moved.

A shadow loomed—one of the attackers closing in for the kill.

Isaac’s instincts took over.

He twisted low, grabbed a jagged brick off the ground, and smashed it into the attacker’s throat. A sickening crack echoed as the man choked on his own crushed windpipe, dropping his rifle.

Isaac didn’t hesitate. He snatched the fallen rifle, a Heckler & Koch MP5, and—

BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!

Three perfect headshots. Silent, clinical, deadly.

Blood splattered across the alleyway walls as the remaining gunmen scrambled. They had lost control.
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0:20 SECONDS INTO THE SHOOTOUT
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Jack shoved Rod aside and returned fire, his Glock’s slide snapping back empty just as another shooter rounded the corner.

Rod lunged forward, grabbing the barrel of the attacker’s rifle before it could fire. With raw power, he wrenched the weapon aside and slammed his elbow into the man’s jaw—a loud pop as the bone cracked.

The attacker stumbled. That was all the opening Rod needed.

He spun the rifle around and emptied the magazine into his chest. The bullets hit center mass, tearing through Kevlar. The man collapsed in a heap of blood and steel.

“Two left!” Jack shouted, pressing a blood-soaked hand to his ruined ear.

Isaac, still crouched low, saw movement in his peripheral vision—

The last two shooters flanking from the rooftop.

“UP HIGH!”

Rod snapped his head up, just in time to see a sniper lining up a shot.

Isaac grabbed a fallen switchblade, flipped it in his grip, and hurled it skyward.

The knife spun through the air, end-over-end—then sank into the sniper’s throat.

The man toppled off the rooftop, crashing onto the hood of a parked car with a sickening CRUNCH.

The last attacker panicked. His rifle clicked empty. No ammo left.

He turned to flee.

Isaac didn’t let him.

He sprinted forward, closing the distance in three long strides, then launched himself into the air—

Mid-leap, he twisted, grabbing the man’s collar and slamming his head into a brick wall.

Bone cracked. Blood sprayed. The attacker slumped, motionless.

The fight was over.
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AFTERMATH – 1:07 SECONDS SINCE FIRST SHOT
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Silence.

Only the distant wail of sirens remained.

Isaac stood amidst the bodies, his breathing heavy. His fingers clenched around the blood-slicked MP5. His body was shaking—but not from fear.

Something inside him was awake again.

Jack groaned, pressing a bandage to his ear. “Fuck... what kind of nightmare did we just walk into?”

Rod wiped blood from his face. “Isaac, what the hell was that? You moved like... like you knew exactly how this was gonna go down.”
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