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Chapter 1: Brian the Vehicle Appraiser
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September 12, 2005
Los Angeles, United States of America
A high-end residential apartment
Brian slowly peeled himself away from the soft warmth beside him and got out of bed. Still groggy, he stretched, wincing at the soreness in his lower back, then pulled open the window blinds. Outside, the rain from last night had washed the streets clean. The early morning light helped clear the fog in his mind.

His movement stirred the woman in bed.

Golden hair spilled over the pillow, revealing a young, porcelain-skinned face. She couldn't have been older than eighteen. A faint blush still lingered on her cheeks, the afterglow of a wild night.

A chilly breeze swept into the room.

The girl wrapped herself tightly in the blanket, her sleepy eyes carrying a teasing glint. "Brian, my mom always said mornings need a little... refreshment. Care to help?"

Brian's face didn't budge. "Sorry, sweetheart. I don't work for free."

Did she really think she could just use him for nothing?

Absolutely not.

Ignoring her disappointed pout, Brian adjusted his cashmere robe and walked to the desk. He pulled out a sheet of parchment paper adorned with intricate patterns. Picking up his pen, he began writing fluently in Federal English:

Vehicle Assessment Report
Model: Anya Meek, domestic legal near-new model
Manufactured in: Los Angeles
Vehicle Age: 18 years
Assessment:

Brian recalled last night's "test drive." With all the professionalism of a certified appraiser, he wrote:

"A premium, accident-free near-new model with complete and reliable documentation. Rear-wheel drive, original factory paint, laser headlights, solid frame, excellent self-driving performance, full functionality, and low mileage.

Drawbacks: High fuel consumption, aggressive acceleration—handle with care.

Rating: A"

At the bottom of the page, he signed his name and stamped the document with his official seal.

A brand-new vehicle assessment—complete.

He handed the parchment to the still-curled-up girl. "Appraisal fee: two thousand dollars. I'll email you the invoice. Cash or card?"

"Ugh, no fun," she muttered, pulling a credit card from the nightstand. "Card."

Still, when her eyes landed on the "A" rating, she couldn't hide her pleased smile. Last night's effort had paid off.

The man in front of her—black hair, brown eyes—was a well-known name in LA's underground circles of vehicle assessment. A formal appraisal from him could seriously raise her "market value."

"Thanks a ton, Brian. If you ever need me, call anytime—free of charge." She winked.

Brian didn't react much. Just nodded faintly.

Why did he stick with vehicle appraisal?

One, he needed the money.
Two, it helped manage his mental condition.
After sending her off, Brian rubbed his aching back and turned on the TV.

Working overtime recently had drained him completely. In his twenties, he felt like he had the body of a man in his thirties and the stamina of someone in his fifties. Sponge-like.

At least he'd managed to cover his adoptive parents' medical bills for the month.

Today was his day off.

Brian planned to give his worn-out body a much-needed break.

On the screen, the news anchor was reporting a popular headline:

"According to observatory data, tonight we'll witness a once-in-30-years celestial phenomenon: a blood moon—"

"That again?" Brian frowned and changed the channel to a soap opera.

This blood moon wasn't like the ones in his past life.

It wasn't just a red-tinted moon.
It cast a crimson hue over the entire Earth—both hemispheres, regardless of time zone.
That kind of event didn't exist in his previous world. It always reminded him of the mentors who had kept him company through lonely nights.

But they were all gone now.

Brian was a transmigrator.

This world mirrored his past one—only slightly altered. Some country names were different. Technology was far more advanced than in 2005.

As for Brian, you could say he was "reincarnated from the womb."

His mother was pure-blood Italian. His father, a half-Chinese, half-Italian mix—both quite attractive.

Brian inherited their best traits: black hair, brown eyes, elegant features, and porcelain skin. Since childhood, he looked like a living porcelain doll.

Until he was eight.

That year, his parents vanished during a road trip.

Just like in his past life, Brian was orphaned again.

His relatives in New York had Mafia ties—total degenerates. Social services denied their guardianship applications. With no suitable adoptive family available, Brian ended up in a group home.

It was far from cozy.

Sometimes, being too good-looking—without parental protection—wasn't a blessing.

Fortunately, Brian wasn't truly eight inside. He also had distant relatives willing to help.

After a few unpleasant episodes, Brian was eventually adopted by a kind couple, thanks to his uncle's help.

His part-time gig as a vehicle appraiser? Also thanks to those relatives.

A few years ago, during college, Brian was drowning in student debt and desperate for cash.

Despite having lived two lives, his past self was just a lazy, average nerd. No smarts, no charm. He lived off his parents' inheritance, playing video games, blogging, and "studying" private collections of adult material.

Making money? Forget it. That guy couldn't earn a dime.

His greatest achievement was probably the enormous "educational archive" on his hard drive—enough to host several community websites.

His biggest regret?

Dying too suddenly.

He didn't even get to format the drive.

How unfair for a law-abiding, self-disciplined heir to die under such...uncertain circumstances!

But effort never goes unrewarded.

Thanks to countless sleepless nights and that "research background," Brian found his niche.

Using his good looks and silver tongue, he entered the field via some mafia relatives in LA. Once his probation period ended, he built up a solid reputation in certain circles.

Independent, ambitious women in LA would pay good money for "training sessions" with him—eventually receiving a certified assessment.

Like the girl this morning.

She'd been referred by her mother, who had also "worked" with Brian in the past.

There were many similar stories.

Over the years, Brian paid off his student loans and even rented a place in an upscale neighborhood.

Why rent?

Because the apartment cost over $1.3 million to buy—and more urgently, both of his adoptive parents were diagnosed with severe genetic conditions earlier this year.

He had to empty his savings and even go into debt.

But vehicle appraisal was just a side hustle.

His day job?

Forensic assistant at the Los Angeles County Coroner's Office.

Also known as a morgue technician—someone who assists in autopsies and helps determine the cause of death for bodies found by law enforcement.

Brian, a two-and-a-half-year veteran who got in through connections, was very much a slacker in the office. He didn't love the job at all.

So why stay?

Because if he quits—he'll die.
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Chapter 2: The Three-Year Deal
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The one threatening Brian's life wasn't a stranger—it was family.
More precisely, it was his uncle, Billy.
Before the incident where he was nearly buried alive, Brian had always respected this man.

Back when he was eight and newly placed in a children's shelter, his good looks nearly got him into trouble. Several overly "friendly" male staff members, including the so-called head of the shelter, were about to involve him in a sick "cream puff and hotdog" cosplay scenario.

To avoid being cornered and violated, Brian—who in a past life hadn't even killed a chicken—struck first. He used fire to purify the evil.

No one would suspect an eight-year-old boy of being the perpetrator.

Brian thought he was safe.

He wasn't.

Being innocent and vulnerable just made him a magnet for predators.

When he was transferred to another shelter, something similar happened. That time, three staff members died in what was reported as an "accident."

Then came four different foster families.
And what lay behind closed doors was darker than anyone would believe.
When the nickname "Harbinger of Disaster" started to follow him and he feared exposure, he reached out to relatives in New York.

Uncle Billy flew to Los Angeles personally.

After learning about the "accidents" and Brian's current reputation, Billy pulled some strings and found him a pair of kind, normal foster parents.

For a while, Brian managed to live a somewhat normal life—dreaming less about blood and fire and more about ordinary things.

He was truly grateful to his uncle.

Especially when, at age ten, Uncle Billy Carmo relocated the dwindling Carmo family—just a dozen or so members—to an Italian neighborhood in Los Angeles. He frequently invited Brian to family gatherings.

As the patriarch, Billy treated his nephew with special care and warmth.

Though the other family members indulged in gambling, drugs, brothels, and sometimes even murder, they still treated Brian—blood of their blood—relatively well.

Over time, even this mafia-blooded clan started to feel like a home.

The job Brian got as a vehicle appraiser? Arranged by the family.
Without their help, he wouldn't have lasted a day in that line of work. Best-case scenario: he'd be controlled by local gangs. Worst-case: gunned down by jealous competitors.
So, before he graduated college, the Carmo family had always had his back.

That's why, when Uncle Billy asked him to give up his own career plans and join the LA County Medical Examiner's Office, Brian agreed. He remembered everything they'd done for him.

He never imagined himself as a forensic assistant.

Sure, he liked studying the human body—but not in the forensic sense.
The two types of "body studies" were worlds apart.
Still, his resume was impressive. He completed his degree in just two years, and several well-known professors had written him glowing recommendations.

He aced the interview and entered the ME's office.

But the job was nothing like he imagined.

"Assistant Medical Examiner" sounded prestigious.
In reality? He was a glorified tech janitor—photographing corpses, sending tissue samples to labs, handling fragmented remains... anything the MEs didn't want to do.
In the first few weeks, the sight—and stench—of mangled limbs and rotting organs had him throwing up daily. He lost over twenty pounds before his body and mind adjusted.

And even then, this was nothing like "arranging accidents" to send people off quietly.

This was visceral.

The psychological toll was immense. He developed a serious mental condition.

Under advice from an unlicensed therapist, Brian took to... alternate forms of exercise.
Let's call them: stress relief through physical activity.
For the past two and a half years, his life had been split:

By day, he examined the dead.
By night, he helped the living pursue their dreams.
Sometimes that meant comforting stressed-out college students paying their way through school.
At first, it was a thrill.

Eventually, he and his "partner" both grew numb.

Brian tried pulling back.
All that did was make his partner eager and leave him emotionally hollow—like a walking corpse.
He even thought about quitting LA and settling down with a decent woman, living a quiet life.

The resignation letter was handed in that morning.
By that afternoon, someone tried to bury him alive.
Only when the cold, stinking cemetery soil covered his face did Brian finally understand:

Family loyalty was bullshit.

His uncle hadn't put him in the ME's office out of care. It was for a bigger plan—one he had completely overlooked.

The fact that he had been holding on for so long, just to repay that so-called "family," was pathetic.

The betrayal stirred up long-buried memories.
For the next month, he used his therapist's black-market connections to gather materials—and made over ten kilograms of explosives.
His plan was simple: send Uncle Billy and the whole family away.

Permanently.

But life had other ideas.

His foster parents—the ones who truly loved him—were suddenly diagnosed with a rare genetic disorder.

Standard treatments would make their last days a nightmare.
Palliative care couldn't dull that kind of pain.
The better options? Extremely expensive and not covered by insurance.

Brian didn't hope they'd survive.
He just wanted their deaths to be dignified and less painful.
That required money. A lot of it.

He wasn't a monster. He had a soft spot.

That weakness forced his hand.

This wasn't a movie.
The Carmo family weren't some harmless gang.
Their money had long been laundered and sent overseas. The account passwords? Only Uncle Billy knew them.
Brian wasn't dumb, but he wasn't a genius either.
His shooting skills were poor, and he wasn't cut out for interrogations.
Getting the bank information out of Billy was impossible.

Then Billy, trying to pacify him, let something slip:

The reason he had Brian join the ME's office was because of a plan—scheduled for exactly three years later.

If Brian cooperated, completed his part, then the Carmo family would cover all his foster parents' medical bills.

There was less than a year left in that "three-year deal."

So Brian kept grinding.

He worked extra gigs, suffered through his mental episodes, and clung to the faint promise Billy had made.

Now, with the deadline approaching...

No matter what his uncle had planned—

Brian wanted the money.
And he wasn't letting the man go, either.
Having been an orphan in both this life and the last, family meant everything to him.

And the Carmo family had stomped all over the one thing he still believed in.

Everyone except the cousin who had truly helped him?

Would pay in blood.
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Chapter 3: Uncle Billy
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Dong... Dong... Dong...

As the evening descended, the heavy and sonorous toll of bells echoed from the distant Catholic cathedral.

Brian stirred on the couch, yawning as he slowly opened his eyes. He was about to check if any new side gigs had popped up—partly for the money, but mostly for his mental health.

Lately, things had gotten worse.

His condition—whatever it was—had been spiraling.
Hallucinations were more frequent now, and terrifyingly consistent.
The beasts he'd "accidentally" removed in his youth came back to haunt him.
The faces of over a thousand corpses he'd autopsied these past two years leered at him, smiling grotesquely, asking why he'd torn them apart piece by piece.
After each hallucination, an overwhelming itch would crawl through his hands.
An urge to destroy something.
Only the constant grind of side jobs had kept him from unraveling completely.

BANG BANG!

Suddenly, a sharp knock at the door.

Before Brian could ask who it was—

CRACK!

With a harsh, metallic screech, the apartment's front lock was bent out of shape and forced open.

A towering man—nearly two meters tall, built like a grizzly bear—strode in. Broad-shouldered and dark-haired, he swept his eyes across the room before plopping down on the couch across from Brian.

Behind him, two suited bodyguards quietly closed the door and stood outside like sentinels.

Creak...

The couch, which had weathered countless brutal nights with Brian, groaned under the weight.

"Brian, my dear nephew. You've missed several family gatherings," the man said, eyes sharp.

Brian fought the rising surge of murder in his chest and shrugged. "Uncle, you know how it is. My foster parents need a mountain of medical care every month. I've got a day job, and the rest of the time, I'm running part-time gigs to keep them alive."

This man was Uncle Billy Carmo—head of the Carmo family, and current boss of The Bloodbath Syndicate, the most powerful Italian mob in Los Angeles.

A brutal, cunning monster of a man.

Brian once watched him, bare-handed, wrestle a full-grown North American grey wolf during a family hunting event. Billy tore the wolf's jaw clean off and drank its blood straight from the carcass.

More terrifying than any beast.

Worse still was his mastery of people.

Brian had spent years learning how to control his micro-expressions just to mask his hatred in front of this man. He'd perfected the art of looking vulnerable and compliant.

Oddly, Uncle Billy had been low-key back in New York.

Only after relocating to LA did his true ambition begin to surface.

In just a few years, Billy Carmo led the family in eliminating the smaller Italian crews in the neighborhood. Then he pushed outward, absorbing several mid-tier gangs and building what is now known as The Bloodbath Syndicate.

Billy picked up on Brian's resentment and gave a faint smile. "Brian, I told you—if you keep cooperating, the family will cover all your foster parents' medical bills."

Brian nodded. "Uncle, so... is this visit urgent?"

He glanced at the mangled lock on the door, partly sincere in his annoyance.

That lock would cost money to replace.
Not the lock itself—the labor.
And every cent was blood money. Literally.

Damn it! If you're going to break in, why even bother knocking first?

Billy seemed to read his thoughts.

"You're cursing me in your head," he said bluntly.

Before Brian could respond, Billy tossed a bank card onto the coffee table.

"Knocking is courtesy. Breaking in is because I don't like to wait," he said.
"You wear your thoughts on your face. That's not going to work for what's coming next."
Coming next?

Brian's heart skipped. He picked up the card, hand trembling. "Uncle, what's this?"

"There's about two million dollars on that card. Enough to cover the best private treatment for your foster parents for at least two years."

Billy lit a cigarette and leaned back, exhaustion on his face.
"Don't fake calm, Brian. Your hand's shaking. That means you get it. You understand what this really means."
Brian gave a half-surrendering gesture. "Uncle, sometimes I think you can read minds. So... the three-year plan changed?"

Billy blew a large smoke ring and nodded.

"Two years ago, I heard something from an old coroner—something big."

He continued, "A secret. One that might be the key to elevating the Carmo family to a new level."

"The city of LA is planning an expansion of its Criminal Experimental Task Force in March 2006. They'll prioritize candidates from the Medical Examiner's office, veterans, and a few... special types."

"These people will have access to things regular citizens can't even imagine."

"That's the secret?" Brian asked, hooked despite himself.

Billy nodded again.

"I placed you in the ME's office and set a three-year deadline to verify if this secret was real."

"I don't trust outsiders. Our family members? Uneducated. Dirty records. Idiots, most of them. They'd never qualify for that task force."

"But you, Brian—you're different. You're smart. Clean record. Highest education among the family. Your identity is tied to your foster parents. And above all, you're my blood."

"You were always my best bet."

"So... the plan's moving early?" Brian waved the card. "What's next?"

From what he knew about Billy, this card probably wasn't usable yet.

Billy, as always, pinched the cigarette out with his fingers—his preferred method—and grinned.

"Your great-grandfather used to say: 'Getting burned is how you grow.' Looks like you've grown a lot. Not the naïve kid you used to be."

"People grow up eventually," Brian replied, spreading his hands. "Life's like a bed of nails—if you can't resist, you might as well enjoy the pressure. We're family. I trust you won't screw me over."

If not for Billy's threats, Brian never would've developed the acting skills of a seasoned performer.

Billy nodded in satisfaction.

"My people have been monitoring city hall," he said. "The task force expansion was moved up by six months. When the notice comes out—register immediately."

Brian quickly asked, "Once I'm in, what's the secret I'm looking for?"

That information was the key to unlocking the funds on the card.
Money that could grant his foster parents a peaceful, dignified death.
And unleash the rage he had bottled up for months.
Billy gave him a cryptic smile and clapped him on the shoulder.

"You'll know when the time comes. Secret for the password. Don't disappoint me."

He turned toward the door, then suddenly paused and looked back.

"Oh, right... Brian."

"Tonight is a rare event—the blood moon. Happens once every thirty years."

"I saw one as a kid. Never forgot it. It kept appearing in my dreams for decades."

"It was the most beautiful gift God ever gave mankind."

"Trust me. You won't want to miss it."

"A blood moon?" Brian nodded half-heartedly. "Sure, Uncle. If I don't get any new ID requests tonight, I'll—"

"There's no if!" Billy snapped.

His dark brown eyes suddenly flooded with blood-red veins, grotesque and terrifying.

"You will bask in the blood moon tonight. You will witness the beauty God bestowed upon us!"

Those eyes...

Brian swore, not even the savage look Billy had when ripping apart that wolf was this terrifying.

Time seemed to blur.

Only when his body shuddered did Brian realize the man was gone.
All that remained was a twisted, broken lock on the door.
He rubbed his arms, sat back down on the couch, and clutched his pounding chest.

That look...

Worse than staring into the eyes of a predator.

But something didn't add up.

Brian had seen too much, endured too much, done too much.

He could now dissect a corpse while joking with colleagues—then go home and enjoy a plate of spaghetti with tomato meat sauce.

Even when the mental illness flared, he knew how to control it.

If it weren't for the therapist's "pressure-transfer method," Brian was sure he'd have become a full-blown serial killer by now.

So how... how had one look from a single man shaken him so deeply?

That wasn't normal.

Could Uncle Billy have hit him with some kind of... mental shockwave?

He laughed at the idea.

But deep down, a question started to form—a question he couldn't shake.

Was Uncle Billy... really human?
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Chapter 4: Blood Moon
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"Stop overthinking!
This is just a normal tech-based parallel world!"
Brian slapped himself—twice. The sting helped suppress the swirl of wild, intrusive thoughts.

He made a quick sandwich to fill his stomach, then carried a mug of steaming herbal decoction out to the balcony.

It was around 6 p.m.

In Los Angeles, the September sun hadn't fully dipped below the horizon yet. The streetlights in the neighborhood were already flickering to life.

In the distance, families with children strolled through the community park. Office workers with weary faces but polite smiles greeted their neighbors as they returned home.

Everyone here looked neat, courteous, clean-cut.
Like they were all wearing the same kind of social mask—slightly off, overly rehearsed. Imitators of an upper-class lifestyle they clearly didn't belong to.
It made sense.

Even if they weren't renters like Brian, these people weren't truly wealthy.
The real rich didn't live here.
Brian's eyes drifted upward to the sky.

The light was in that liminal state between dusk and night—sunset's glow barely clinging to the horizon, and the moon not yet risen. The whole sky looked... off.

It wasn't dark in the usual way.

It was more like the sky had been blanketed with a fine, colorless dust, scattering the light and dulling everything with a strange, eerie haze.

Staring too long at it made him feel slightly ill.

Brian pulled his gaze back and knocked back the entire mug of bitter herbal medicine. The heat surged through his gut, then spread outward through his pores, bringing with it a thin sheen of sweat.

Only then did he let out a slow, satisfied exhale and return to the living room.

He sat down at his computer, opened the hidden surveillance control panel, and rewound the footage—back to the moment Uncle Billy broke into his apartment.

Frame by frame, he began his analysis.

Billy had walked straight in, showing no surprise that Brian was home.

Which meant... he'd been tracking Brian's movements.

That part still didn't sit right with him.

After all, getting ambushed the day he submitted his resignation implied the family had an inside source in the ME's office.

If Uncle Billy had others embedded there, why go to such lengths for him?

That whole "three-year plan to verify a secret" excuse didn't really hold up.

Especially since Billy's attitude had shifted after that incident.

Before, he'd always treated Brian with warmth and respect.

But after Brian's foster parents got sick and he begged the family for help, he was coldly turned away. Only a sympathetic cousin had lent him some money to get by.

Looking back...
That was probably when Billy decided to use money as a leash—to keep Brian from running.
So what was the real reason behind tonight's visit?

The footage ticked forward.

Soon, Billy reached the door to leave—but then paused, turned back, and casually mentioned the once-in-30-years blood moon.

Brian watched carefully. Nothing felt out of place.

Until—
When Brian casually deflected the suggestion with a joke about his side gigs...
That's when it changed.

Billy's massive figure expanded. Not metaphorically—his actual frame swelled, muscles tensing, like a bear rearing up.

Then, in the blink of an eye, it shrank back to normal as he turned around.

"What the hell?"

If he hadn't seen it captured on surveillance, Brian would've sworn it was another hallucination.

But no.
It was real.
Those eyes from earlier—the inhuman ones—they weren't a trick of the light.

As someone who understood anatomy intimately, Brian was absolutely certain: No human could do what Billy just did.

His worldview began to crack.

He had over ten kilos of homemade explosives ready.

Was that even enough for this kind of "uncle"?

And if tonight's visit wasn't really about the three-year deal or any hidden secret...

Was it actually just about watching the moon?

Brian scratched his head, frustration boiling.
His mental CPU was overheating.
Too many missing pieces.
Too few answers.
He washed his face, took a deep breath, and forced himself into logical mode.

According to Billy, the purpose of the ME job was to get Brian into a Criminal Experimental Task Force to verify a family-changing secret.

But from the surveillance replay... Billy had shown more interest in the blood moon than the "secret."

More specifically...
He cared about Brian witnessing the moon firsthand.
So much so that he came all the way here to make sure it happened.

Brian knew how absurd that sounded.

But when you eliminate all impossibilities...
Only one truth remains:
To Billy, Brian watching the blood moon = uncovering the secret = saving the Carmo family.

If that were true...

Then the real question became:
What is hidden in this rare celestial event?
Brian decided: No side gigs tonight. He was going to moon-watch.

11:00 PM

Yawning, Brian sat on the balcony, eyes glazed as he stared into the dim sky.

Light pollution choked the stars—only a few faint ones twinkled above.
The silver moon hung quietly. No blood. No omens. Nothing strange.
Almost midnight.

He began to doubt if the so-called "blood moon" would even show.

He'd already searched online and found nothing unusual about tonight's event.
In fact, most historical records of blood moons were marred by cult propaganda—end-of-world nonsense that had caused more than one massacre.
Just as he drifted into thought...

"The moon's turning red! Oh my God—it's beautiful!"
Came the shocked cry of a neighbor.
Then, almost instantly, the pale moonlight was flooded by a red hue—soft at first, then rapidly deepening, spreading across the landscape.

The air grew heavy.

The world itself seemed to warp—like Satan's fingertips brushing the sky, casting shadows in the shape of iron chains descending from the heavens.

At that exact moment—

Brian's entire body froze.

Bathed in the glow of the blood-red moonlight, he felt his consciousness slip.
Like a puppet on strings, he raised his head and stared up, unmoving.
The haunting crimson moon...

Seared itself into his soul.

The blood moon had arrived.
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Chapter 5: Show Some Respect to the Corpse!
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Brian felt like he had just woken from a dream.

Scenes he had long tried to forget played in his mind like a film reel—the fire at the children's shelter, the lifeless, accusing eyes of his deceased foster families, the shredded bodies he had examined on autopsy tables...

All those carefully buried memories resurfaced again, crashing into his psyche like the hallucinations that plagued him over the years.

He didn't know how much time had passed.

Eventually, he opened his eyes in a daze.

The blood moon slowly faded from the depths of his pupils.

He rubbed his stiff neck, still craned upward. "Did I just dream again? That same hallucination? Damn, my neck's killing me..."

Stretching out his neck, he checked his phone—and froze.

It was already past midnight.

But he clearly remembered checking the time just moments ago. It had only been a little after eleven.

No wonder his neck felt so sore.

How had a whole hour just vanished?

Had he blacked out?

His brow furrowed at the thought of those recurring hallucinations.

Something was definitely wrong with this blood moon Billy had taken so seriously.

Brian ran a quick diagnostic on himself, using the professional techniques he'd learned.

No signs of fatigue, no weakness, no kidney or nerve strain—everything checked out.

He glanced around.

The moon had returned to its usual pale glow. The neighborhood was eerily quiet.

Far off, he could hear the faint wail of sirens and the occasional scream or guttural yell, likely from one of the nearby homeless camps.

"Body's fine... Environment's normal..."

Brian shook his head and went back inside.

Just a few blocks away were some of LA's more chaotic encampments. The wails and shrieks didn't even faze him anymore.

"I probably just had another episode..."

Uneasy but unable to pinpoint why, he forced himself to rationalize it.

He decided to take a shower, hoping to reset his nerves.

He'd long since learned: if a problem can't be solved, don't dwell on it. Just move on.

—
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Half an hour later.

Dressed in pajamas, holding a warm glass of milk, Brian stretched comfortably and prepared to sleep early for once.

Riiing!

His phone rang sharply, cutting through the calm.

Frowning, he set down the mug and glanced at the screen.

Reluctantly, he answered. "Tom, I—"

"Thank God someone picked up!" a thin, nasal voice cut in. "Brian, buddy, I need your help. I'm dead serious—get to the morgue. Now. Fast!"

Click.

Brian stared at his screen, then rolled his eyes.

Tom, his colleague, worked as a forensic field technician—mostly hauling bodies or taking photos at crime scenes. He liaised more with the police than with the medical side.

He was probably on shift tonight and got overwhelmed.
Multiple bodies, short-staffed. Classic LA.
Brian changed clothes, then hesitated.
He pulled a compact, custom-built pistol from a hidden compartment under his bed, loaded it, and tucked it discreetly into his jacket.
He also slipped two homemade pull-trigger detonators into his inner pocket.
Just in case.

His apartment was in an aging but decent neighborhood near downtown Los Angeles. The facilities were old, but the area was mostly safe—clean, orderly, and patrolled regularly thanks to the nearby police station.

The real chaos started a few streets away.

There, entire blocks had become homeless settlements—tents, trash, drug addicts zoning out like zombies...

The rich hated the sight, so they'd long since moved to the suburbs or gated estates.

Thus, downtown became a strange mix of polished commercial zones and crumbling chaos—daytime bustle, nighttime madness.

Brian drove cautiously through the sketchiest areas before relaxing and cruising toward the LA County Coroner's Office.
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Thirty minutes later.

A large, worn industrial building loomed into view.

This was it—the headquarters of the LA County Medical Examiner-Coroner's Office.

The only official forensic authority in the county, it served all 88 cities and processed thousands of cases annually. Despite being a government agency, it operated independently of the police, courts, and other legal branches.

But for all that prestige... it was understaffed.

Only five departments, and just over a few hundred employees total.

On the front lines? A mere 23 full-time medical examiners.

Brian, meanwhile, was just a low-level assistant—barely a blip on the org chart.

He parked, waved to the night guard watching pay-per-view smut, and headed toward the autopsy wing.

The morgue had two large autopsy rooms and one small one.

The large rooms could handle 11 corpses at once, mostly for standard cases.
The small one, with room for three bodies, was reserved for decomposed, contagious, or externally examined corpses.
Not every death needed an autopsy.
Out of the 19,000+ deaths in LA County last year, only about 9,500 were flagged for forensic analysis.
That still meant 20—40 bodies came through here daily.

Each ME might handle one or two cases per day—not too bad, if you ignored the gruesome part.

If nothing unusual came in, the night techs could usually go home early.

Tom, clearly, wasn't that lucky tonight.

Brian spotted him slumped against a white hallway wall, a gaunt middle-aged man in a cap, smoking a cigarette and looking thoroughly drained.

"You look like hell," Brian greeted him.

Tom forced a smile. "Hey, Brian. Thanks for coming."

Tom used to be a homicide detective.
He took multiple gunshots during a raid, one of which nearly blew out his throat. He survived, but his voice turned raspy and high-pitched. His thin, sickly appearance often got him mistaken for a junkie.
He mostly kept to himself these days.

Aside from a shared appreciation for certain "aesthetic arts," Brian was the only person Tom really talked to.

Tom tossed him a cigarette and rubbed his sunken eyes.
"Bit of a mess tonight. Two cases.
Both women.
Neighbors—just one fence apart.
Murdered inside their own homes.
Same timeframe, same likely suspect."
"Homicide?" Brian asked grimly.

That meant trouble.

Murder cases required tedious, detailed autopsies.
Plus, detectives demanded thorough reports—and any mistake meant consequences.
No one liked handling them.
In fact, the ME's office had a reputation for dragging its feet on such cases, hoping the police cracked them first.
That's why the cops often hated them back—some even pushed to create their own forensic task forces, like in New York.

So far, budget constraints had kept that from happening.

Brian pulled a pained expression.

Each body required a full chain of custody, one tech per case.
As the assistant handling the remains, he was stuck with them to the bitter end.
The medical examiner would do the official documentation and draw sketches, but all the hands-on work—cutting, photoing, sample collecting—fell to Brian.

Not to mention running back and forth between departments.

Tom looked sheepish. "I heard a new department might be forming soon. They'll need experienced dissectors. Think of this as practice."

Brian's eyes narrowed.

A new department? Could it be what Billy mentioned—the "Criminal Experimental Task Force"?

He lit the cigarette and casually asked, "What kind of new department?"

Tom shrugged. "A friend at Homicide told me. No details. But the pay's better. I'll probably apply."

So much for digging deeper.

The smoke break ended, and work began.

Tom went off to write reports; Brian followed him to the body vans.

Two corpses lay under black sheets.

Brian took a deep breath, letting the sharp mix of disinfectant and formalin clear his head. He changed clothes, powered on the camera, and inserted an untagged data card.

Clink.

Chains clattered as the body drawers were unlocked.

Two mutilated women, faces barely recognizable, stared blankly into space.

Even with his lax attitude, Brian had seen over a thousand bodies.
He could tell instantly—blunt force trauma.
Likely inflicted by a strong, enraged male.
The facial bones were smashed inward.
"Looks like a rage kill," he muttered, numb.

He approached the right-side body to start recording.

Flicker.

The fluorescent lights overhead blinked.

Brian glanced up. Nothing seemed off. He turned back to the body—

Cold.
Something cold gripped his right wrist.
Someone—or something—was holding his hand.

Brian recoiled instinctively, jerking free and drawing his gun as he stumbled backward—right into the second body tray.

Then—cold again.
This time... somewhere else.
He looked down—

A pale, rigid hand had reached from the sheet and was gripping his crotch.

He couldn't feel a thing.

Oh, hell no.

I'm a living man! I refuse to get molested by a corpse!

Rage flared.

The fear, the confusion—all burned away.

Brian grinned manically, pulling out a detonator and yanking the cord.

"You'd better show this body some damn respect... or I'll pack your pretty little mouth full of explosives!"
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Chapter 6: Cheat-Code Daddy, You Finally Showed Up!
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Amidst his emotional outburst, a flicker of red—a shadow of the blood moon—flashed across Brian's crazed eyes.

The next moment—

Everything disappeared.

His hand was empty. The cold grip vanished. The icy sensation on his skin was gone. Even the detonator was no longer in his palm.

The two mutilated corpses lay quietly in their body bags, arms neatly placed inside—untouched.

It was as if nothing had happened.

Brian, now drained from the sudden surge of emotion, scanned the room in confusion.
Was it all just another hallucination?
He unzipped his jacket, checked the inner pocket.
The detonator was still there.
He reached up and touched his face. He was still wearing that manic grin.

"...Did I just have another episode?"

No one could give him an answer. Only the two dead women lay beside him.

After resting a moment, Brian glanced toward the small office where Tom was working.
No sign he'd heard anything.
Brian sighed with relief.
He got up and walked back to the camera, rewinding the footage.

On screen: he unzipped the body bags, stared blankly at the corpses, then just... froze.

No hand grabbed him.
No movement from the corpses.
No reaction at all.
Brian's expression darkened.

It really was another episode.

He sighed deeply.

Between Uncle Billy's threats, his foster parents' medical crisis, his deteriorating health, and the psychological strain... Brian wasn't sure how much longer he could hold out.

But he had to.

Not until his foster parents were laid to rest—
Not until he dealt with the ones who tried to bury him alive.
He couldn't fall yet.

He clenched his fists, pushing the thoughts aside.

Calmly, he pulled the memory card from the camera, snapped it in half, and tucked the pieces into his coat.

Thankfully, it hadn't been submitted for archiving yet.

Otherwise, there'd be no way to explain the footage.

He inserted a fresh card, restarted the camera, and turned his gaze once more to the two bodies on the gurneys.

That's when he saw them—

Two floating red spheres, hovering above the corpses.

Brian blinked.
He pinched his thigh.
Ouch. Very real.

He glanced back at the camera monitor.
Nothing. The red spheres weren't showing up on screen.
This wasn't a hallucination.

No...

A memory stirred deep within him—
Something dormant for decades began to awaken.
Brian started to tremble with excitement.

Stay calm. Breathe.

He took a few deep breaths, then forced himself to continue with the regular procedures.
He photographed both corpses, then began cataloging the evidence Tom had brought in.
Only after completing all the routine work did Brian return to the bodies.

Now, up close, he examined the orbs.

They were similar in size.
But the one above the left-hand corpse was significantly darker red.
Both orbs were releasing faint trails of crimson smoke—but so slowly that you had to be right next to them to even notice.

Brian refocused under the gaze of the surveillance camera, zipped up the body bags, logged the memory card number, and archived the rest of the evidence.

Then—he returned.

This time, carefully, he raised a gloved hand and reached toward the lighter-colored orb.

As soon as his fingertip touched it—

The orb disintegrated into a thousand red specks and surged into his eyes.

Clarity.
A wave of understanding filled his mind:
"Fulfill the corpse's final wish, and receive its reward."

And then—

Another sensation followed: a foreign will, a powerful obsession burned into his heart.

"Kill that bastard Andres!"

What the hell?!

Even with everything he'd seen, even with his fractured state of mind—

Brian nearly burst out laughing, tears welling in his eyes.

It's real. It's finally real.

A cheat code. A system. A power-up.

Daddy Cheat Code, you finally showed up!

"Do you have any idea what I've been through for 23 years?!"

In that moment, the usually composed Brian felt the urge to cry.

In his past life, he'd been a shut-in loser, living off his parents' inheritance.

This life...
The first eight years weren't too bad. His birth parents had been poor, but they loved him.
Then came the children's shelter.

He'd endured things he still refused to think about.

Maybe that's when the sickness in his heart began.

Later, to repay the family who "helped" him, he gave up his dream of becoming a dentist and entered the Medical Examiner's Office.

He endured, tolerated...

And in return?

One family betrayed him.
The other fell apart.
But now—
Everything changed.
Because Daddy Cheat Code had finally arrived.

He recalled all those novels from his previous life, those stories where a cheat system turned everything around.

Now it was his turn.

His broken body?
His shattered psyche?
He had a way out.

Brian's chest swelled with new purpose.

He forced himself to focus again and looked inward at the "wish" he'd just received.

"Kill that bastard Andres."

"...Who the hell is Andres?"

Brian glanced at the corpses.

If this wish came from one of them, then Andres had to be someone the victim knew.

Tom would have gathered background info.
He'd ask him later.
Then Brian turned his attention to the darker orb, still hovering above the left-hand body.

So... does color intensity reflect the strength of the dead's obsession?

With that theory in mind, he repeated the same motion.

The glove didn't seem to interfere with the process.

Just like before, the orb collapsed into red particles and flooded into his mind.

This time, there was no "clarity," no instructions—
Just one burning obsession:
"Protect Ellie. Ellie must survive at all costs."

"...Ellie?"

Another unfamiliar name.

"Hope Tom has the files on that one too."

With that, Brian rolled the gurneys into the cold storage, peeled off his gloves, and walked toward the small office where Tom was still writing reports.
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Chapter 7: That's It? Obsession Fulfilled... Just Like That?
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Clack clack clack—

The door creaked open.

Rapid keyboard tapping filled the air, occasionally interrupted by high-pitched curses.

Tom, Brian's colleague, sat hunched over a desk, headphones on, completely absorbed in a game that looked eerily like Warcraft III, a title from Brian's previous life.

Brian watched him for a moment, then glanced at the screen.

Ah. No wonder Tom hadn't noticed the commotion earlier—this kind of game required lightning-fast reflexes and full concentration.

It didn't seem like an act.

Brian exhaled in relief.

His earlier outburst likely hadn't drawn suspicion, but still—if someone had seen him talking to thin air or reacting to invisible orbs, his already-questionable mental state would've been impossible to explain.

Because, well... he did have issues.

Tom, sensing someone behind him, suddenly shivered and turned around.

He locked eyes with Brian's calm, friendly gaze—and panicked slightly.

"Dude, I swear, I wasn't slacking. I just didn't want to screw things up for you, y'know?" Tom said quickly, pulling off his headset.

Brian waved it off. "No worries. The two victims' facial trauma was extreme, and the injury patterns were eerily identical. This probably isn't your average homicide."

Mentioning the case instantly flipped a switch in Tom.
The ex-detective sat up straight, abandoned the game, and launched into analysis mode.
"There are obvious clues at the scene.
Both victims died from blunt force trauma. Blood spatter patterns suggest erratic, uncontrolled movement. That means the killer was in a highly agitated state.
Plus, the time of death for both women? Less than thirty minutes apart.

Which tells us—he didn't hesitate between killings. He went straight from one to the next."

"You mean..." Brian furrowed his brow. A thought was trying to surface—but just out of reach.

Was this what separated geniuses from normal people?

Tom rolled his eyes. "It means the murders were premeditated.
The killer knew both victims. They lived next door to each other—so he likely had personal conflicts with both, or some shared motive."
He leaned back confidently.

"The signs are all there.
I bet my old squad could ID the guy in a few days, tops."
"...Got it," Brian muttered, a little deflated.

Tom had never been a star cop, but even now, his logic and deduction skills left Brian in the dust.

Back in undergrad, things had been manageable. Course material was basic, and hard work could bridge the gap.

But here at the Medical Examiner's Office?
Everyone around him was brilliant. Even Tom, technically just a field tech, had years of experience and insight.
Brian often felt like an outsider, intellectually outmatched—only surviving thanks to his extensive network in the second-hand car trade, which he used to "trade favors" with senior staff.

Sometimes, the difference between people felt wider than the gap between man and beast.

Maybe this cheat code of his would eventually make up for it?

He shook the thought away and refocused.
"Since the two victims were neighbors, I assume their personal info was easy to gather?"
Tom nodded. "Yep. I've got their files right here."

He handed Brian two freshly printed reports, still warm from the copier. Each had a paperclip with a color photo of the deceased.

Brian started with the first one.

Name: Carolina Ellis, 34.
Occupation: Unemployed.
Record: Two prior arrests—one for prostitution, one for running a prostitution ring.
Marital History: Three marriages, no children due to medical issues.
Last spouse: Andres Cook.
Wait.

Brian's eyes widened.

Andres. That name had burned itself into his mind.

Wasn't that the target of the right-hand corpse's obsession?

They were husband and wife?

But if so, why was Carolina's dying wish... to kill her husband?

Her tone in that mental message had been full of rage.

Could it be...

Andres is the killer?

Brian immediately opened the second report.

This one belonged to the left-hand corpse.

He glanced at the photo.

A blonde woman, warm and gentle in appearance. The kind of smile that made you think of spring sunlight—soft, not scorching.

To think, that kind face was now so badly disfigured...

Even Brian, hardened by years of corpse work, couldn't help but sigh.

Why did the kind ones always suffer the worst?

He read on.

Name: Emmeline Keller, 27.
Job: Domestic services worker.
Criminal record: None.
Marital status: Widowed.
Child: One daughter, age 3—Ellie Dyke.
Ellie.

Brian's heart skipped.

The left-hand corpse's obsession had been to protect Ellie, to ensure she survived.

So Emmeline had been thinking of her daughter in her final moments?

It all made sense.

A widowed mother.
A three-year-old child.
She was probably at home when the attack happened.

But Tom had said there were only two victims at the scene.

Did the killer spare Ellie?

Or... did he take her?

Brian feigned a casual tone. "Emmeline looked like such a gentle woman. And her daughter... she's only three. What a shame."

Tom sighed with him.

"Emmeline was found in the bathroom.
Fortunately, her daughter was asleep upstairs.
The man who called in the murders? Carolina's husband—Andres.
He'd gotten into a fight with his wife over money and stormed out to drink.

When he came back, he found her dead in the living room and called the cops.

They secured the scene, then knocked on the neighbor's door to ask questions.
That woke the kid upstairs.
That's how they found the second body."
Brian silently exhaled.

Thank God. The child was safe.

Just as that thought settled in his chest, something shimmered in his mind.

A warm light.

A vision of Emmeline—gentle smile, golden hair—appeared before him.

She whispered, "Thank you," and faded away.

Then her light merged with him completely.

Brian stood frozen.

Wait. That's it?

The obsession's... complete?

Where's my reward?!
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Chapter 8: A Dead Woman's Gift, Another Obsession
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Brian hadn't expected that completing a corpse's obsession could be this... easy.

Just hearing that little girl Ellie was safe had somehow fulfilled Emmeline Keller's final wish.

Weirdly simple.

But where was the reward?

As soon as that thought crossed his mind, the red particles that had just merged into his body turned into delicate waves of warmth, coursing through every inch of him. The streams of heat slowly gathered around his kidneys, his weakened lower spine, and other overused or damaged areas.

It felt like a thousand warm little hands massaging his body—so comfortable that Brian instinctively closed his eyes.

Tom, standing beside him, gave him a strange look.

Was it just his imagination, or did this pale pretty-boy colleague look... weirdly seductive right now?

"...Seductive?"

Tom shuddered.

"Hey man... You good?"

Whoosh—
Brian exhaled a deep, satisfied breath as he opened his eyes, the kind of slow exhale you only see after a good cigarette—or something better.
99% match to post-coital bliss.

Tom's face twisted into an even weirder expression.

Brian noticed, coughed awkwardly, and covered, "Nothing. Just thinking about something..."

He quickly added, "I was wondering why the killer would brutally murder a mother but leave the child upstairs unharmed."

"No idea. That's for the cops to figure out," Tom replied, eager to wrap things up. "Anyway, it's late. You should go home and rest."

"Right. See you tomorrow."

Brian didn't argue. He turned and left the small office.

But he didn't head home just yet.
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