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Chapter 1: Midnight Tip-Off
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Beep. Beep. Beep...

In the chilly spring night, under a moonless sky and blustery wind, the midnight streets of New York were deserted. The shrill ringing of the phone sliced through the heavy night like a blade across a throat, a metallic tang of blood seeming to linger in the air.

Jeff Minghella's fingers flew across the keyboard, ignoring the phone's persistent wail. Yet it continued, relentless and shrieking like something out of The Ring, until Jeff could no longer resist. He tore his eyes from the screen and glanced around.

Not a soul in sight.

The office at 2 a.m. was freezing, the remaining warmth in the air long since devoured by the cold. He couldn't even feel his toes anymore. March in New York still felt like the dead of winter. If he had a choice, he'd be home under a warm blanket—not here, chewing on a stale cracker in the newsroom.

Jeff was frustrated. Once again, he was the last one left.

But what choice did he have?

In the newspaper world, good writing and talent meant nothing without sources or connections. Without exclusives, you were nobody. His only option was to keep grinding.

All he needed was one exclusive to change everything.

He picked up his coffee mug and downed the contents in one gulp—only to find it ice-cold. The chill hit his gut and made him shudder.

Beep. Beep...

The phone kept at it.

Jeff muttered a curse under his breath but finally picked it up. "New York Times, Jeff Minghella speaking."

A distorted voice answered, sounding like Donald Duck. "Did you know there's a serial killer targeting homeless people in New York?"

"What?" Jeff was still reeling from the cold coffee.

"You heard me. He's already killed seven homeless Black men. Each one had his throat slit and a pinky finger removed. But no one cares."

Jeff didn't realize he'd been holding his breath. The fog of fatigue and cold that had dulled his brain vanished in a snap—this was sharper than any caffeine jolt.

Stay calm. Stay in control.

"...Who are you?" Jeff tried to steer the conversation.

But the voice on the other end didn't bite. "So you're just like the NYPD? Not interested?"

Jeff's ears pricked up. NYPD. His voice quivered slightly—he couldn't hide the sudden flare of curiosity. "No, I'm interested. Very interested. Did you say... the victims were all Black?"

"Yes."

"But then why hasn't there been a single report about this?" Jeff fought to keep his excitement in check. What if this was just a prank call?

Still—
His adrenaline surged before reason could restrain it. "Who are you? How do you know all this? Are you the killer?"
Three questions.
Jeff held his breath.
But the line went dead silent—as if the caller had vanished into the night.

Then the voice came again, calm and unhurried, rising from the depths like a ghost:
"Jeff, you're not really listening."
A shiver ran down Jeff's spine.

The words were polite, even friendly, but that gentleness carried a bone-deep chill.

He swallowed hard, not even realizing it.

"Jeff."
"Oh... Jeff, Jeff, Jeff..."
His name, repeated softly, like a lullaby, but it gripped his nerves like a vice.

"Jeff, I'm just a concerned citizen. My hands aren't bloody. The NYPD's are."

"The Bureau doesn't care. They care about overtime, about the election, about not having a scandal this year."

"Maybe the only thing they don't care about... is the lives that are disappearing."

Suddenly, everything clicked for Jeff.

It was 2012. An election year. Every topic was a potential landmine. The political climate was tense, and if a serial killer targeting Black men came to light, it would cause an uproar.

So what would the Bureau do?

Even if bodies kept turning up, they refused to connect the dots, refused to admit a serial killer was at large. Each death was treated as an isolated case.

Homeless men were society's invisible people. No family, no friends—sometimes, not even their deaths stirred notice. The Bureau could label the cases accidental or undetermined and quietly shelve them.

And just like that, a possible serial killer became seven unrelated homeless deaths.

No wonder.
No one paid attention.
Also, the caller had used the term "the Bureau," not NYPD, suggesting he wasn't just any civilian. It likely referred to the NYPD's investigative division—not the FBI.

A subtle detail—but one a layman wouldn't know.

Jeff's sleepiness evaporated. Lightbulbs lit up in his mind. His thoughts kicked into high gear.

He no longer felt the cold or the dark—only a roaring fire of excitement in his chest.

Stay rational.

The bigger the story, the more careful you had to be. This was a once-in-a-lifetime shot. He had to seize it.

This—
This was his exclusive.
His mind spun into motion.

"But how can you prove any of this?"

"You know I can't just take a stranger's word and publish a story with no sources in the New York Times."

For stories like this, they needed at least two credible sources before the paper would even consider publishing.

He was probing—trying to find out who the caller really was.

It didn't work.

"Ha, that's your problem, not mine. Otherwise, I'd be working at the Times, not you. Right?"

Jeff: ...Was that a roast?

Damn it!

"But—" Jeff tried to push back.

The voice cut him off. "No buts."

"You want evidence? I'll give it to you. I decide what counts as proof. So get a pen and paper ready. Got it?"

Jeff hesitated for a second—but then obeyed.

And then—

"Hey, Jeff, ready?"

Suddenly, it felt like he was back in elementary school during a spelling test. That warm, friendly tone sounded just like a gentle teacher.

"Yes," Jeff replied before he could stop himself—and instantly regretted it.

Damn it!

"Good boy."

The Donald Duck voice chuckled. Jeff wasn't sure if he imagined it, but there seemed to be a hint of laughter.

He wanted to curse.

But this time, the caller didn't give him a chance. The voice continued—

"Chris Adams."
"Dennis Curtis."
...

One by one.

Jeff quickly realized—these were victim names. Seven in total. Real names.

That was the proof.

Each name, a life. No further explanation needed. With these, he could search police records, verify patterns—"throat slit," "missing pinky," etc.—and cross-check them with contacts in the department, including off-the-record intel.

The truth would either hold up—or fall apart.

Jeff's heart pounded, his breath quickened. The cold night melted away, leaving only a blazing determination. He barely held his composure.

"These are the victims' names, right?" he asked.

Silence.

One second. But it felt like a century.

"Good night, Jeff."

Click.
The line went dead. Only a busy tone remained.
...

On the other end of the call, Kirk Hull let out a long breath. He tucked the voice changer back into his coat and slipped his hands into his pockets.

It had been three weeks since he'd crossed over from China in 2023 to New York in 2012.

Compared to his former job as a cop, life as a private detective was very different—yet surprisingly similar. Adapting hadn't been hard.

Ten days ago, Kirk took a case from a Black man named Richard Curtis.

A well-known figure in Greenwich Village, Richard owned six bars of various styles—hotbeds for up-and-coming artists, especially in jazz, folk, rock, and blues.

Three years ago, Richard's only son had a falling out with him and ran away—then vanished.

Three weeks ago, the police called Richard in to identify a body.

He'd told himself the boy was dead to him. But seeing the corpse aged him ten years overnight.

Before Richard could even grieve, the police closed the case—"likely robbery-related, but with high transient activity among the homeless, evidence was lacking, no suspect identified."

Richard couldn't accept that.

He didn't trust the cops. His entire entrepreneurial journey was steeped in bad blood with the NYPD. So he hired Kirk.

One hundred dollars an hour.

He wanted to know what had happened to Dennis in those missing three years. What had led him to that fate?

Kirk took the job.

His initial findings revealed something odd.

The missing pinky—that detail hadn't been made public. It was buried in the case files. This wasn't a botched robbery.

Digging deeper, Kirk found at least seven similar cases in NYPD archives.

All homeless.
All shared the same MO.
Very likely—
A serial killer.
Kirk knew this wasn't something he could handle alone.

The difference between regular murder and a serial case was huge. The former revolved around motive; the latter required connecting dots across unrelated crimes to find patterns.

A different level of complexity.

Still—Richard offered terms Kirk couldn't refuse:

Double the pay if he uncovered the truth. Double again—and a bonus—if the killer faced justice.

"In that case, I won't need to hire a hitman," Richard had said.
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Chapter 2: A Storm Brewing
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A serial killer case—difficult, yes, but not impossible.

If an investigation was to proceed, they'd need the NYPD to get involved.

On one hand, the evidence was scattered and overwhelming.
Kirk couldn't handle it alone, so he had to make full use of official resources—then screen the findings from the NYPD's investigation.
On the other hand, to arrest and prosecute the killer through legal channels.

As a private detective, Kirk's findings weren't admissible in court. He not only had to investigate himself, but also nudge the NYPD to pick up the case.

Challenging—but high reward.

So Kirk took the job.

Step one: he asked Richard Curtis to file a public complaint with the media, claiming his son's case had been ignored. The idea was to leverage Richard's network to get coverage and stir public outrage. Public opinion would pressure the NYPD to act. The ultimate goal—restart the investigation.

However, it didn't work.

Yes, it got reported—but only as a tiny filler column buried deep in the paper. Not even a ripple.

To the media, what mattered were headlines, spectacle, gore, drama.
In 2012, even a serial killer lacked buzz. The story drowned almost instantly in the sea of online information. Richard, on his own, simply didn't have enough weight.
Originally, Kirk had planned step two: reach out to other victims' families, form a collective voice, generate real momentum. But in the end, he scrapped that idea.

First, it wasn't even clear if the other homeless victims had families. Even if they did, and they were all willing, would the media care? Probably not.

If the media wanted drama—then Kirk would give them drama:

A Black man. A serial killer.
And most importantly, gross negligence from the NYPD—not just any negligence, but negligence with political implications, alluding to the upcoming election.
Though this was a local case, a serial killing should have triggered the FBI's radar. Yet it was entirely suppressed. That alone hinted at complex interests behind the scenes. Kirk only needed to give the slightest nudge. A New York Times reporter would surely dig deeper.

Everything—guided toward the election.

An election year cuts both ways.

It was precisely because the NYPD's investigative bureau knew how explosive the case could be that they covered it up before it had a chance to spread.

But if word leaked, and they couldn't contain it... such a sensitive, volatile case appearing in an election year would demand a reckoning. The public wouldn't let it go.

It could even attract higher attention—from the mayor, even the governor.

Once that spotlight hit, once the heat rose, everything would change. The NYPD could no longer stick their heads in the sand. They'd be forced to commit serious resources—

Seven victims, all homeless.

Hard to imagine how many personal effects these men had. Probably bags of junk. Sorting through that would drain massive time and effort.

But now, Kirk didn't have to lift a finger. He had civil servants doing the digging.
That made everything much easier.
Next step—wait. Let the media storm grow. Let it explode.

He peeled off his disposable gloves, used an alcohol wipe to disinfect the phone receiver, and wiped all trace evidence from the public phone booth.

Then, flipping his collar up against the cold, he turned and walked away.
His figure disappeared into the night.
Across the street, in a patch of shadow, a drunk lay half-sprawled in the road like a failed tightrope walker, muttering incomprehensibly.

In the distance, an engine rumbled. The streetwalkers huddled in a wind-sheltered corner peeked out toward the sound. But the car roared past without stopping. Disappointed, they slunk back into the darkness.

No one noticed the man who had vanished into the dark.

Night deepened. The city hushed.

A storm was brewing.

...

Honk. Honk honk honk.

He was just smoking, but it sounded like he was slamming on a car horn.

Adrian Guzman was visibly agitated. He took another angry drag, sucking so hard it almost burned, and exhaled a dense cloud that engulfed his face like a ginger head on fire.

He could barely see through the smoke, but he kept staring at the New York Times in his hands.

Front page.
The New York Times.
Front. Damn. Page.
"The Serial Killer That Doesn't Exist—
Chris Adams, Dennis Curtis..."
The title cut straight to the heart. No fluff. No clickbait. The subheading simply listed the seven victims' names like an obituary—yet the black ink gave each name undeniable weight.

Classic New York Times. No gimmicks, no drama. Just facts—and it still grabbed you by the throat.

He glanced subconsciously at the byline in the bottom-right corner:
Jeff Minghella.
Buzz!
His brain exploded like a jet engine screaming past his eardrums, trailing a deafening roar in its wake.
What the hell was going on at the New York Times? Where had they gotten this intel?

All the names and details were accurate—even internal points known only to police reports. There had to be a leak.

The higher-ups were going to lose their minds.

The most recent victim? That had been just a few days ago. Adrian hadn't been on the case, but it struck him as odd, so he'd planned to ask the investigating officer. But before he could, the case had already been shelved—"possible robbery with fatal violence, no current leads."

Another homeless death.
No one cared.
But the problem was—this wasn't the first. Or the second.

As far as Adrian knew, it was at least the third such case in three weeks.

That... normal?

He had taken some time to review case files, quietly asked other officers, and began to notice a pattern:

Every officer had a similar story. Too many cases, too little time, constant pressure from above. The "less important" homeless cases were set aside.

Coincidence?

Then the New York Times dropped a bombshell—

Serial killer?

If that were true—and the NYPD had independently shelved investigations—
If nobody had connected the dots—
That wasn't coincidence.
That was damning.
If the department started suspecting him as the source of the leak—what then?

Adrian didn't even know what he was supposed to be worried about anymore. His mind was a balloon inflating to the point of bursting.

And he wasn't alone. The entire Special Investigations Division was thick with tension. A heavy pressure blanketed the air, and a storm was definitely on the way.

Adrian wanted desperately to curse aloud.
But to avoid drawing attention, he swallowed the words down.
Just then—

"Careful, you're about to burn your fingers."

The voice came lightly, almost playful. Adrian didn't turn. He snapped out of his spiral and noticed the cigarette had nearly burned down to his fingers, the ash trembling dangerously.

Damn it!

He hurriedly tried to flick the ash—but rushed and fumbled. It broke off and fell onto his lap.
He couldn't hold it in.
"Shit!"

Adrian jumped up, frantically brushing ash off his pants, fumbling between saving his fingers and saving his trousers.

When he'd finally calmed down enough to think straight, he looked up—awkward and embarrassed.

A stranger.

Wait...

He looked... familiar.

"You're... Megan's date?"
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Chapter 3: Thunder Rolling In

[image: image]


Brown hair, blue eyes, defined brows, and slightly tousled curls—his expression casual, a lazy smile tugging at the corners of his lips. Not a face one could easily forget.

Adrian paused for a second, tracing the image in his memory, and then it clicked—

About a week ago, sometime after 9 p.m., most officers had gone out for their night meals. Only the youngest remained behind to man the office. Adrian had forgotten his wallet in a drawer and returned, only to catch sight of this man.

At the time, it was Megan Davis on night duty. She was sharing pizza and laughing with this same guy.

Seeing Adrian walk back in, Megan looked flustered and tried to explain, but Adrian wasn't interested. He had no desire to play the villain who ruins someone's date. He grabbed his wallet and left.

Now, seeing the man again, Adrian realized they hadn't even exchanged greetings back then—he still didn't know his name. Yet even a single glance had left a deep impression. With that memory revived, the image came into full clarity.

Despite his current frustration, Adrian forced himself to stay polite.

"You looking for Megan? Uh, I think... you should contact her directly. If nothing's changed, she should be home."

"It's better if you ask her yourself."

He stopped there—no intention of gossiping about a colleague behind her back.

Actually, Megan had been suspended.

Last Thursday, during her night shift, she forgot to lock the evidence room. Though nothing was stolen, it was still considered serious negligence.

As punishment, Megan was suspended for two weeks.

Apparently, her date didn't know.

...Wait a minute—something about this felt off.

Last Thursday? Evidence room? Leak of sensitive material in the homeless case? The New York Times?

The scattered pieces started linking together in Adrian's mind.

His expression paused. The look in his eyes subtly shifted. There was now a trace of suspicion, and his voice followed suit, tinged with hesitation.

"Sir... do you know anything about this?"

Kirk could have denied it—

There was no proof he had ever entered the evidence room. Even Megan couldn't testify against him. He wasn't worried.

But he had other plans.

He hadn't returned to this NYPD division—the Special Investigations Unit—by accident. Kirk had a purpose.

First, he needed to confirm whether the unit was truly unaware that this could be a serial killer case.

If so—surprising, but not impossible. The NYPD was overwhelmed with cases.

If not—if they knew but chose to ignore it—then that warranted a deeper investigation. Who was obstructing the case? Who was trying to bury it? The direction of his next steps depended on the answer.

Second, he needed an entry point. A cooperative officer inside the Special Investigations Unit.

Part for information flow. Part for "collaboration"—written as collaboration, read as manipulation. He would guide that officer toward uncovering the truth and solving the case.

Before coming here, Kirk had already completed background checks and narrowed it down to three targets.

Megan Davis.
Stephen Campbell.
And the man standing before him—Adrian.
Now, Megan was suspended. Stephen was nowhere to be seen.
That left Adrian as the best choice.
Kirk didn't confirm anything. But he didn't deny it, either.

Instead, he offered a lazy smile and studied Adrian's expression, feigning innocence, but with clear implication:

"Should I know something?"

A beat passed—just long enough for Adrian to realize that this was the man's first actual sentence. Instantly, countless thoughts crashed into each other in his head like thunderclaps. Sweat broke across his temples.

The poor Irishman nearly forgot to breathe.

A moment later, Adrian grabbed Kirk by the arm and, like a tornado, dragged him toward the interrogation room—slamming the door shut behind them.

"Talk. Who the hell are you?"

"First formal introduction, I believe. Kirk Hull."

Adrian stared at the extended right hand—so calm, so poised. He was momentarily speechless.

Kirk's hand hung in the air, unanswered. A little awkward, but he didn't mind. With a flick of his wrist, a business card appeared between his fingers like a magic trick.

Adrian hesitated, but ultimately took it.

One glance—and he choked on air.

"Private detective?"

"It's you!"

"It really is you!"

"Get out!"

"Get the hell out right now. The NYPD doesn't welcome your kind."

Adrian felt like a drill was boring into his temple, each pulse like a hammer striking his nerves.

But Kirk, staring at the angry redhead, wasn't flustered at all. Instead, he sat down like he was the one conducting the interrogation.

It had been a while since Kirk sat in a room like this—he felt right at home.

"You sure about that?" Kirk said.

Adrian blinked.

"I could leave. Right now. This instant. But Detective Guzman—who do you think they'll assume leaked the story?"

Adrian instinctively turned toward the door. His entrance—dragging Kirk in like that—wasn't a good look.

What now?

"No, I— You..."

Kirk leaned back lazily in his chair, balancing on one leg as though lounging on a porch swing.

Adrian was overwhelmed with helplessness. Punching the guy would feel like punching a pillow.
The anger simmered, but finally cooled just a bit. Still anxious. Still frustrated.
What if this guy just flat-out claimed Adrian was the leak?

Tap. Tap.

A light sound snapped Adrian's attention back. Kirk was tapping his finger on the table, subtly motioning for Adrian to take the seat across from him.

That coaxing expression, calm and full of confidence, whispered:

Come on. Let's figure this out together.

His face, his movements—everything had the eerie pull of a devil's whisper.

Adrian almost sat down. Almost.

But at the last second, he stopped himself.
Barely.
He pulled out a cigarette and jammed it into his mouth. Reached for his lighter—

But rage surged again.

"Do you even know what you've done? You just screwed the NYPD royally. Royally."

"Oh? And here I thought the ones who can't breathe anymore were the real victims. Guess we're adding one more now?"

Kirk's tone was unbothered, smooth as ever.

Adrian choked on his own words. He couldn't hold it in anymore.

"Shit!" he cursed, then again—"Shit! You're such a bastard."

Kirk didn't get mad.
He smiled.
A slow, meaningful grin that started at the corners of his lips and reached all the way to his eyes.

"Thanks for the compliment."
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Chapter 4: Tightrope
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"Thanks for the compliment," Kirk said.

Adrian raised his middle finger at Kirk.

Kirk chuckled. "Detective Adrian, no one cares about these homeless people. They drift through life, with no family, no friends. They're abandoned, forgotten. No one cares if they live or die. But they are still lives. Their deaths deserve to be seen."

Adrian rolled his eyes. "And you care, huh? You dragged The Times into this mess, dragged the entire NYPD into it—because you 'care'? What's next? Are you telling me this private investigator is working pro bono for justice? What are you, Dexter Morgan?"

Sharp. Cutting.
Adrian struck back.
Kirk didn't mind. He leaned back with his hands behind his head like he was sunbathing. "Detective, if you all were doing your jobs, there'd be no need for me to step in, don't you think?"

Adrian felt his breath catch in his chest. Staring into Kirk's deep blue eyes—so lazy, so mocking, so effortlessly condescending—he couldn't help but feel a flicker of guilt and shame. He quickly dropped his gaze to avoid them.

Logic told Adrian he should leave. End it here. Cut off the conversation and stop getting entangled with this man.

He turned to go, foot half-lifted—then froze. And turned back.

Anger. Rage laced with helplessness.

"You think we don't want to investigate?"
"But right now, the entire NYPD is under a budget crunch. Overtime pay is slashed across the board—surveillance hours, casework hours, everything's restricted. Even if we finish the work and file the paperwork, it all ends up as worthless scraps. That overtime pay? It's never paid."
"What the hell do you expect us to do?"

Adrian knew he should stop. A voice in his head was screaming, Shut up, shut up! But the words kept flowing. The floodgates had burst. The pressure had built up too long.

From the outside, people ask—why doesn't the police union speak up?

Simple. It's a citywide budget issue. Every department's fighting for their slice. The police budget's been too high for years. The backlash, the complaints—it's forced the mayor to start robbing Peter to pay Paul. Sure, the union filed formal appeals, but the tangled web of interests isn't untied overnight.

Sure, the overtime isn't canceled—just "delayed." First one month. Then two. Now, it's just vanished.

One small crack, and the whole dam breaks—in front of a stranger, no less.

But maybe it's because he is a stranger that it was easier to say.

"The real tragedy is—I can't afford to lose this job."

"Mr. Holmes, I just bought a house. If I lose this job, what happens to the mortgage? Marianna will kill me. I don't want to lose my house. I don't want to lose my brand-new grill."

"Fuck."

"Fuck! Goddammit!"

"Even if we continue the investigation now, we've got seven corpses and mountains of garbage. No usable evidence. No leads. It's like looking for a needle in a haystack. There's no way we're cracking this case."

"What do you think's going to happen then?"

The more he talked, the angrier and more agitated Adrian became—like he was on fire.

Kirk didn't back down.

He leaned forward, chair legs thudding back to the floor. His left hand slammed the table.

"So that's it? That's your excuse?"

"These are murders—gruesome, deliberate, and ignored."

"Did you hear me? Murders!"

"Homeless or not, they were still human beings—still murdered. And the NYPD is just letting the killer walk away—smirking at how lazy and clueless the police are."

"What about the truth?"
"What about justice?"
Adrian looked at Kirk, caught between inner turmoil and pain. He squeezed out a strained, rational line from the depths of his conflict.

"So you dragged the media into this?"

Kirk didn't get angry. Instead, he laughed.

"Heh."

"And the media is the issue now?"

"Wake up, Detective Adrian."

"You saw it yourself—how Stephen is drowning, trying to stay afloat."

"Home invasion. Quadruple homicide. A family of four, brutally killed. Two of them were children. And who's investigating it? Stephen. Alone."

"Why?"
"Overtime pay. Your boss, Gallagher, reassigned everyone else to other cases. Stephen got left behind—"
Normally, NYPD sends at least two officers on major cases—partners who can rely on each other. But now, Gallagher used the budget excuse to assign one detective per case. It was absurd. Outrageous. And no one could change it.

Adrian managed to find his voice amidst the chaos, "That's on them."

"Goddamned right it's on them."
Kirk pounced again. "Stephen should be thankful he didn't have to take the subway to his crime scene, huh?"
"Let me tell you something—Gallagher doesn't care about serial killers. He doesn't care how many people die. He only cares whether he gets promoted after the election."

"Maybe The Times slapping him across the face is exactly what they need to wake up."

Looking at Kirk again, Adrian felt completely torn. "God, you're insane."

Kirk leaned back in his chair, calm and collected. "Am I crazy? Or is the world?"

Adrian was stunned.

His thoughts churned wildly. Words reached the edge of his lips several times but were dragged back by a sense of utter helplessness. His shoulders sagged in defeat.

The feeling... it was like balancing on a tightrope. In front of him—a cliff. Behind him—a sheer drop. Trapped in the middle, paralyzed. No support in sight. Every step a potential disaster.

What was he supposed to do?

Only then did Adrian realize the cigarette in his mouth had been unlit the whole time. He pulled out his lighter—but it seemed broken. No matter how he clicked, it wouldn't light. "I... I don't want any part of this. I don't know anything. We've never met."

Click.

A flame danced to life in front of him. Adrian looked up and saw Kirk's eyes behind it.

Kirk held the lighter steady, lighting Adrian's cigarette. "In the end, it's our lives. We have to make choices—and take responsibility for each one. Right, Detective Adrian?"

Adrian took a deep drag—but didn't even exhale. His steps faltered. He stumbled, desperate to leave.

He turned to leave the interrogation room—
But the door wouldn't open.
"Haha," Kirk burst into laughter.

Adrian rolled his eyes and pulled out his phone, dialing the outside extension. "It's me, Adrian. I'm locked in the interrogation room."

"The interrogation room? Haha, hahahah..."

"Shut up. It's not funny. Just get me out of here."

"All right, on my way, hahahah..."

Adrian hung up, frustrated. He'd meant to storm out and slam the door—make a dramatic exit. But now? All his momentum had evaporated.

He didn't have to turn around to picture the smirk on Kirk's face. "Shut up!"

Click!
It wasn't long before the door opened, and a head peeked inside. The man glanced around the tense interrogation room, his face lighting up with surprise and familiarity.
"Hey, man! What are you doing here? You didn't even tell me you were coming."

Adrian rolled his eyes, exasperated. "Stephen, wake up! Wake the hell up! Or someone's going to sell you out and you'll still be counting the cash for them."

Stephen looked completely confused. "Who? Who's counting cash?"

But—

Before they could continue, a roar erupted from the office outside.

"WHO?!"

Like a bomb dropping, a voice thundered through the precinct.

"WHO DID THIS GODDAMN SHIT?!"
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Chapter 5: Into the Tiger's Den
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Kirk noticed the quick glance exchanged between Adrian and Stephen. Even though he had only seen photos, he immediately matched the face to the real person—
Here he was: Steve Gallagher, the top-ranking officer in the NYPD's Bureau of Investigation, Special Investigations Division.
That gravelly voice—like there was always phlegm lodged deep in his throat, never cleared and with no intention of clearing it—was unmistakable. You couldn't mistake it, even with your eyes closed.

One look, and Kirk had already formed a deep impression.

"Shit!"
"Shit! Shit! Shit!"
Clearly, Deputy Chief Inspector Steve Gallagher was absolutely furious—furious enough to curse in public.

"Get out here! All of you little bastards, get out here now!"

"I'll kill you all, I swear. I'll kill you one by one like squashing ants. Shit!"

Gradually, everyone—busy or not—filed out, eyes fixed on their furious superior standing at the office entrance.

Steve resembled a walking volcano, the top of his balding head steaming. The pug-like wrinkles on his face trembled with rage, his sharp gaze sweeping across the room. His guttural voice echoed like it came from a deep cave.

"Who."

One word at a time, grinding his teeth.

"Who leaked to The Times?"

The room fell silent.

Adrian lowered his head, avoiding eye contact, nervously leaning against the doorframe—but ultimately said nothing.

Wherever Steve's gaze landed, the pressure was palpable, tension quietly swelling throughout the room.

Except for one person.

Kirk.

One figure stood behind Adrian and Stephen, half a head taller. His lean frame resembled a model walking the runway. Amid the suffocating tension, he appeared calm and collected. Somehow, he had conjured a bag of gummy bears, popping them into his mouth.

For a moment, Steve was unsure who the man was—
He was standing inside the interrogation room, unfamiliar. By all logic, he had to be a suspect.
But the key detail: no handcuffs. And the amused expression on his face made him seem more like a passing spectator than a criminal. Relaxed features, calm demeanor.

Something was off.

"Adrian, who's that in the interrogation room?" Steve asked directly.

Adrian hesitated. What was he supposed to say? "Private investigator"? And then what—dig his own grave and get tangled up in the whistleblower accusation?

He froze. Didn't answer right away. But to his surprise, Kirk's voice came from behind him.

"Jeff Mingella. The New York Times, sir."

"I'm trying to interview these two detectives to hear their thoughts on the homeless case."

Pfft.

Adrian almost choked on his own spit. Wha—what?!

Steve also froze. That was the last answer he'd expected. Completely caught off guard.

And then—

Kirk calmly stepped past Adrian and Stephen, approaching Steve with ease, handing over a business card like it was a formal introduction.

Adrian glanced at it—wasn't that the same card Kirk had given him just earlier?

Initially, Steve had doubts. Why would a Times reporter show up on their doorstep right after publishing a front-page story, practically delivering himself into the lion's den? But Kirk's brazen and slightly provocative demeanor erased those doubts. They were replaced with pure fury.

Instinctively, Steve wanted to throw the reporter out. But a warning siren blared in his head: everything he'd just done had already been witnessed by this man. Add that to The Times' front-page piece, and if this guy left now, things would spiral out of control.

Stay calm.

Steve pulled the brakes just in time, schooling his face into a stern expression as he accepted the card—
"Jeff Mingella."
Of course Kirk had come prepared.

Steve's final doubts vanished. He smoothly made a welcoming gesture. "Jeff, just the person I'd like to speak with. This way—my office."

Adrian's heart sank. "...Reporter? Are you sure?"

He almost said "Kirk," but somehow swallowed the name at the last second. Even he wasn't sure why.

Kirk turned to Adrian with a smile. "Detective Adrian, are you finally ready to answer my questions now?"

The subtext: Adrian hadn't leaked anything earlier.

Kirk was covering for him.

Adrian froze.

The next moment, without waiting for a reply, Kirk spread his hands in mock regret and followed Steve into the office.

From his brief chat with Adrian, Kirk could already tell: the police had sensed something strange, but hadn't followed up. The reason likely lay with their superior. For various reasons, the investigation had been shelved.

That meant Kirk needed to talk to Steve. As a "reporter," maybe he could stir up some surprises.

Bang!

As Kirk stepped into the office and closed the door behind him, a rustling buzz swept through the room. Curious glances flew toward Adrian and the office. No one spoke, no one condemned—everything was buried under a surface of calm.

But it was those whispered murmurs, those sidelong glances, that stung the most.

Adrian couldn't hold it in.

"The circus is over. Time to put your curiosity away. Don't any of you have work to do?"

He shouted once, and the crowd dispersed. Order returned—
At least on the surface.
Adrian turned with a worried look toward the office door.

Inside, all was quiet.

Steve had calmed down—at least for now. Watching Kirk try to find a comfortable sitting position, he couldn't help but find the whole thing absurd.

"Who told you about this?" Steve asked.

Kirk looked boneless, draped across the chair. Steve suddenly pictured a melting goblin. His short chestnut hair curled slightly in messy waves. His narrow eyes seemed half asleep. His whole being radiated a lazy, defiant air.

Utterly ridiculous—but somehow, on Kirk, it all felt oddly natural.

Steve exhaled. "So, are you exercising your right to remain silent?"

Kirk raised a lazy brow. "Sir, am I under arrest? Is this a formal investigation? Do I need to call a lawyer?"

Steve faltered.

A small smile crept into Kirk's eyes. "Sir, you know I'm not going to tell you anything. In fact, I'm hoping to ask you a few questions."

Steve studied him closely. "And you know I'm not going to answer any of them."

"Oh?"

Kirk shrugged lightly, as if to say fair enough. He met Steve's gaze head-on, and then slowly—very slowly—smiled.

Their eyes locked. Kirk leaned forward ever so slightly, as if ready to strike—
But just before crossing the line, he stopped.
Instead, he pulled out two moist towelettes and began wiping his perfectly clean hands, as if preparing for a formal reception.

Silence stretched between them, thick as smoke. Tension and unease crept in like a slow-acting poison.

The clash of pressure between them sparked a heat so intense, it felt like the air itself might ignite.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 6: Give and Take
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Snap.

Kirk placed a voice recorder on the desk and gestured toward Steve—
Recording was vital for a reporter, and just as vital for a private investigator.
"'The Special Investigations Division refuses to comment'—may I record that?"
Kirk looked completely serious.
Steve choked on the air. He knew full well Kirk was provoking him, but he still couldn't swallow the frustration.

He glared fiercely at Kirk and gave a sharp glance toward the recorder.

Kirk widened his eyes, full of innocent confusion, pretending he didn't understand.

Steve took a deep breath.

"No recording."
He spoke through gritted teeth, enunciating each word.
Kirk was just about to put the recorder away, but sensing Steve's laser-like glare, he raised both hands and left it on the table, signaling he had nothing to hide.

A brief pause.

"Why."

Steve finally broke the silence with a calm question. Though phrased as a question, the tone didn't rise—it came out flat, declarative. The fury beneath that calm rose steadily. No shouting, but the danger was clearer than ever.

"The homeless. Some have died under suspicious circumstances, haven't they?"
"Do you know why they're called 'homeless'? Because they don't even have a place to relieve themselves."
"Do you know why they don't have a place to relieve themselves? Because no one gives a damn."

"Let me tell you—no one. Freaking. Cares!"

"Every day, two or three nameless homeless corpses float up in the Hudson, and still no one gives a damn."

"Shit!"

As he spoke, Steve couldn't help gritting his teeth again—but this time, he hit the brakes just in time. He took a deep breath, using both hands to neatly smooth down what little remained of his already tidy hair, trying to recover his composure.

Kirk raised an eyebrow and gestured toward the New York Times on the desk. "If no one cares, then this article wouldn't matter at all, right?"

Whoosh!

Steve's anger shot back up. He grabbed the newspaper and crumpled it into a ball, tossing it in the nearby trash can.

Kirk looked at the paper mournfully, as though in mourning for his "own work."
"So... does that mean someone does care?"
—Infuriating.

Steve's cheeks flushed red. He was about to explode, but the last thread of reason held him back.

"You should know," Steve said coldly, "that The Times isn't untouchable either. If it comes down to choosing between the NYPD and a reporter, I believe your editor-in-chief will make the right call."

"Oh, I'm sure you do. I believe in you too."
Kirk's smile didn't waver. He even adjusted his sitting position, like he was trying to get comfortable.
"But that would make me look like a martyr—doesn't matter whether it's true or not. At a time like this, that's what people will think."

"So... does that mean the NYPD's top priority isn't solving crimes, but silencing whistleblowers?"

"Then again, our editor-in-chief probably understands how the game works. So how this plays out... is still up in the air."

Steve desperately wanted to strangle the man in front of him—but then remembered their age and size difference. The physical disadvantage snuffed out that idea fast.

Steve lifted his chin slightly, gazing down at Kirk.
"So, that's your leverage? Martyrdom? You ready to make that sacrifice?"
Kirk shook his head lightly.
"No. The truth is my leverage. The truth."
Steve burst into laughter.
"Ha, ha... of course. So young. You clearly don't know that everyone chasing the truth ends up as nothing but bones."
Kirk's face remained unchanged.
"Sir, what else is there in life? In the end, we all become bones."
Steve: ...

He was actually speechless!

Finally, he snapped again.

"Why? Why won't you let go of this case?"

"I'm more curious—why can't this case continue? What's in there..."

"They're just a bunch of homeless people. No one cares."

"Homeless, homeless... ha."

Kirk's lips curved into a faint smile, laced with mockery. Steve might be the one sitting behind the desk, but in this moment, Kirk controlled the entire room.

His aim was simple: provoke Steve. If Steve lost control, he might slip up—and Kirk didn't have to bear the consequences. Jeff Mingella of The New York Times would.

And then, from that mouth, came the names.

"Chris Adams."
"Dennis Curtis."
"Seith Johnson."
Steve's expression shifted. He tried to stop him.
"Shut up!"
"Clark Pierce."
"Isiah Robinson."
Steve slammed the desk.
"Shut up! I said shut your damn mouth!"
"Felicia Sands."
"Marlyne Glover."
"They had names. Even if they were displaced, they were still human lives."

"I thought police work was about uncovering the truth, about protecting justice. I thought no criminal should walk free."

"But now?"

"So we can't investigate this year—maybe next year? Or are we waiting for a new mayor to take office?"

Calm yet sharp.
Pointed, but weighty.
No flowery language was needed—the content spoke for itself. Piercing and precise.

Steve tried to shut him up, but Kirk said everything he came to say.

Steve stared at the composed face across from him. No visible emotion, no madness, no stubborn fire—just unshakable calm. And that calm chilled Steve to the bone. The shock and disbelief in his eyes slowly faded, and finally, he regained a shred of control.

He exhaled deeply.

In his fury, Steve somehow found clarity.
"This ends here. I won't be granting any interviews. Neither will the Special Investigations Division. The reporter may leave now."
Kirk's brow arched slightly.
"So the department has no comment on the investigation's progress? A string of serial killings is being overlooked, ignored. Is this incompetence... or intentional neglect?"
Boom.

Here it was. The real bombshell—
"Neglect" could mean one of two things: neglecting Black victims, or political conspiracy.
Either way, Kirk's words carried weight.

"Get out!"

"Now. Immediately. Get the hell out of the Special Investigations Division!"

Kirk looked at the red-faced, shaking Steve, ready to erupt. He didn't want blood splattering his clothes, so he wisely stepped back.

He calmly pocketed the recorder, stood up, and said with a serious tone,
"Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Don't skip it—could cause low blood sugar, which makes it harder to control your temper..."
"GET OUT—NOW!!" Steve howled, finally snapping completely, bracing to flip the table—
But—
He lifted his hands—then realized the desk was made of solid wood.
He couldn't lift it.
Then he saw one of his own people nearby, enthusiastically stepping up to help flip it. That broke the last thread of sanity in his mind. Grabbing the desk lamp, he hurled it with full force.

It missed. Badly.

Smack!

The lamp flew sideways, smashed into the wall, shattered.
Kirk? Still near the door—half a room away.
Totally unharmed.

"Blood sugar, sir. Blood sugar."

Kirk even found time to salute politely, then tiptoed out, gently closing the door behind him. Quiet, delicate—like the tornado that had just rampaged through the office never even happened.

One step outside, and he met a roomful of stunned stares, everyone confused and speechless.

Kirk's lips curled into a calm smile.
With everyone watching, he walked away unscathed.
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Chapter 7: A Brand New Start
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Splash, splash, splash!

With both hands cupped full of warm water, Kirk scrubbed his face hard, washing away the fatigue and sleepiness of the long night. He looked up at the face in the mirror—
And still wasn't quite used to it.
Chestnut-brown short hair, deep blue eyes, and eyebrows that arched along a sharply defined brow bone. The dim bathroom light cast a shadow down one side of his nose, hiding half his face—yet still couldn't conceal the pale stubble that had grown wild in just one night.

Yeah. Three weeks wasn't nearly enough time to get used to a completely unfamiliar face.

Especially the hair and the beard.

Exhaling deeply, Kirk grabbed his razor and shaving cream, quickly tidied up. Then, with wet hands, he spent quite some effort taming each strand of hair that seemed to have a will of its own, making sure no birds would mistake his head for a nest.

"KIRK!"

A thunderous shout shattered the apartment's morning peace.

A moment passed. When Kirk didn't respond, the voice continued as though it expected nothing from him.

"Kirk, did you not go to the store yesterday? I told you, there's no milk, no orange juice—I can't pour beer into my cereal, can I?"

"I also told you we're out of paper towels and laundry detergent. The fridge is practically empty. No eggs, no bacon, no toast—nothing left."

"Jesus Christ, you didn't do laundry last night either, did you?"

On and on it went. From the other side of the door, the rant continued without Kirk ever saying a word—
And no, that wasn't his mom. It was his younger brother—
Nate Hull, Assistant District Attorney of New York City.
Thirteen years ago, in a brutal home invasion, both Hull parents were murdered. The killer vanished. The two brothers had survived only because they were hiding in a closet.

To this day, the killer remained at large. No justice, no truth.
But that image of a pool of blood had never faded from their memories.
Kirk was seventeen. Nate was fourteen.
From that moment on, they'd been on their own.
In the blink of an eye, more than a decade had slipped away.
Kirk stepped out of the bathroom, freshly groomed, and entered the living room. First thing he saw: Nate muttering to himself in the kitchen.

The Hull brothers lived in a very ordinary apartment.
After all, in Manhattan—where space came at a premium—rent alone was enough to keep most office workers clutching their wallets.
Of course, if one didn't mind soul-crushing rush hour traffic, living in New Jersey would reveal a whole other world.

But for these two, a modest two-bedroom, one-living room place was enough.

The main entrance opened into a bright, open living area. Through the wide windows, you could see the rusted fire escape, the red brick wall across the street, plane trees, and a jagged skyline—like a slice of urban landscape framed in iron.

Bedrooms sat at either end of the hallway. The kitchen and bathroom branched off the entry to the left.

Decorated in cool blue-grays, the apartment felt stable and clean. From the open bedroom doors alone, it was easy to tell:
The chaotic tornado zone on the right belonged to Kirk. The spotless, dust-free room on the left? Nate's.
No one could really understand how Nate managed to survive day after day in that battlefield of domestic disorder.

Though Nate was still going on in the kitchen, Kirk tuned it all out, letting the words go in one ear and out the other. He quirked a brow.
"Oh, wearing the battle gear today? So it's a court day, huh?"
White shirt, black suit—that was Nate's best set.

Kirk had spent an entire month's salary to get it custom-tailored at a professional shop. It fit perfectly, outlining Nate's shoulders and waist with precision.

Even though Nate was a bit shorter than Kirk, he still stood at 5'9" (180 cm). The suit, with no excess or deficiency, gave Nate an air of commanding presence.

As a result, this became Nate's designated court suit—formal enough, authoritative enough.

Tied together—literally—with a royal blue necktie in a perfect Windsor knot, the outfit was complete.

What made it all slightly absurd was that this suited-up Nate was wearing an apron and holding a frying pan, flipping eggs and bacon.
Hiss hiss hiss—the sizzling sound was like a soft summer drizzle, both soothing and delicious. The aroma filled the apartment.
Nate turned around with the frying pan, shooting Kirk a deadpan look, then replied earnestly,
"Yeah. Court day."
As he spoke, Nate slid the eggs and bacon onto his plate, then glanced at his lounging brother seated across from the open kitchen. He caught Kirk's unimpressed stare and, feeling a bit guilty, looked away before snapping back:

"I told you—the fridge is empty."

Then he picked up the cereal box and poured some into the bowl in front of Kirk.
No milk.
Looked just like dog food.
Nate clearly anticipated the sarcastic comment, so he beat Kirk to it with a sharp glare and clumsily changed the topic.

"How's the agency going?"

"Hmm... getting there. Made some progress yesterday."

That was the truth—

Even though Steve had refused to speak, his actions had said more than enough.

A man of Steve's rank—if not a master tactician, then certainly a seasoned pro—had completely lost his composure in front of "Jeff Mingella."

That wasn't normal.

Why?

Steve could've simply declined the interview and closed the door on it—but he didn't.

From Kirk's view, the sudden appearance of "Jeff Mingella" had caught Steve off guard. Steve improvised, trying to figure out how much the reporter knew.

More importantly, he wanted to know what facts the reporter had, what evidence he possessed, and how far the investigation had gone.
That was what had triggered the confrontation in the office.
Kirk's words must've hit a nerve. Steve's fury felt like a performance—
A desperate distraction, a smokescreen.
Crude, unpolished—but then again, Steve had no time to compose himself.

Good thing Broadway wasn't his career path.

So, what was Steve hiding?

Maybe this case wasn't as simple as it seemed.
Which meant Kirk might need to change direction.
As Nate watched Kirk silently sink into thought, a twinge of bitterness rose in his chest. He took a deep breath, hesitated—then said it anyway.

"I think you're better than those cops. Letting you go... that's their loss."

Kirk nodded solemnly, his face full of modest pride.
"Yeah. I think so too."
That tone, that look, that confidence—
Nate rolled his eyes.
"I shouldn't have said anything. God, I really shouldn't have..."
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Chapter 8: Hero Saves the Beauty
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Splash, splash, splash!

With both hands cupped, Kirk splashed hot water on his face, scrubbing away the exhaustion and fatigue from the night. He raised his head to look at the face in the bathroom mirror—still unfamiliar.

Chestnut short hair, deep blue eyes, neatly defined eyebrows extending along pronounced brow bones. Under the dim bathroom lighting, the sharp nose cast a shadow across half his face, partially obscuring it. Yet, it couldn't hide the stubbly beard that had aggressively sprouted overnight.

Clearly, three weeks wasn't nearly enough time to get used to an entirely new face.

Especially the beard and hair.

Letting out a long breath, Kirk quickly grabbed a razor and shaving cream. After a swift cleanup, he wet his hands again and spent quite some time taming every strand of hair, each seemingly with a mind of its own, just to make sure no bird would mistake his head for a nest.

"Kirk!"

A thunderous shout came from outside the bathroom, shattering the early morning peace of the apartment.

He waited a moment. When Kirk didn't respond, the voice—as if used to this—shouted again, continuing without pause.

"Kirk, you didn't go to the store yesterday, did you? I told you—we're out of milk, and there's no orange juice either. Am I supposed to pour beer over my cereal?"

"I already told you, we're out of kitchen towels and laundry detergent. The fridge is practically empty. No eggs, no bacon, no toast, nothing!"

"Jesus Christ, you didn't go to the laundry room last night either, did you?"

On and on he went, rambling from the other side of the door, entirely capable of finishing the conversation by himself.

But that wasn't his mother—it was his younger brother.

Nate Hull, an assistant prosecutor in New York.

Thirteen years ago, during a violent home invasion, the Hull parents were murdered. The criminal escaped, and the two brothers, hiding in a wardrobe, survived.

To this day, the killer remains at large. No justice. No answers. But the image of that pool of blood has never faded from their memories.

Kirk was seventeen that year. Nate, fourteen. Since then, it had just been the two of them, relying on each other. Over a decade had slipped by in the blink of an eye.

Now freshly groomed, Kirk stepped out of the bathroom into the living room, instantly spotting Nate in the kitchen, muttering away.

The Hull brothers lived in a modest apartment. In Manhattan, where every square foot cost a fortune, rent alone was enough to make an average office worker cling tightly to their wallet.

Of course, if one didn't mind soul-crushing rush hour traffic, living in New Jersey was an alternative.

But for the brothers, their two-bedroom apartment was just right.

Open the front door and you're in the main room—large windows offering a view of the fire escape, the red brick walls across the street, sycamore trees, and a jagged city skyline framed by
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