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Prologue - Arrival

"Where are we?"

"In hell. We belong to hell."

"And what if there is no hell? Or hell doesn't want us?"

"But hell exists. No matter where we go, we are still in it."

—Quoted from Interview with the Vampire

Night.

The darkness had thickened into layers of mist. Behind the fog, the full moon cast a pale, lifeless glow. On the ground stood a building shaped like an old European castle. Years of neglect had left the walls mottled and peeling. A crow flew past the dead tree by the entrance, letting out a sudden, hoarse cry.

Then, in the middle of that deathly silence, came the rasp of a door being pushed open.

Creak—

The castle doors slowly opened, and several figures poked their heads inside, peering into the darkness with caution.

"Do we really have to film in a place like this?..." a girl asked timidly as she looked into the pitch-black interior.

"But this is the only kind of place that feels like a vampire movie, okay?" a boy beside her whispered back.

"But it's seriously creepy in here..."

"Relax. I checked it out already. It's empty. No one's here," the boy said with absolute confidence. "We only need a few shots."

"All right, next we'll do the scene where the vampire is discovered. Angela Reed walks in from outside, sees the coffin in the room, opens it, and finds Dracula." Another boy was directing the other two with exaggerated seriousness.

"But... where's the coffin?" asked the boy playing the vampire, tugging at the director's sleeve.

"Hm?" The director looked around the room, then fixed his eyes on a cabinet in the corner. "That one. You stand inside it, and we'll just shoot it so it looks like you're lying flat."

The boy playing the vampire nodded. He walked over, pulled open the cabinet door——and froze.

Someone had gotten there first.

Or perhaps "one of his kind" was more fitting.

Inside the cabinet was a man in a black suit. His eyes were wide open, his face deathly pale, blood staining the corner of his mouth. On his neck were two puncture wounds, the dried blood around them long since darkened.

"Ahhh!!—"

"Half an hour ago, we got the call. A few college students said they found a male body in that villa." The patrol officer who had responded to the call led the group inside while briefing Serena Shaw and the others.

"What the hell were college students doing in a godforsaken place like this in the middle of the night?" Hayden Carter asked, baffled.

"They said they were filming a short vampire movie. Turns out they really ran into a ghost."

"Damn. Kids these days really don't know what fear means..."

By then, the group had reached the castle entrance. Serena looked up at the abrupt, out-of-place European-style structure standing alone in the outskirts and asked, puzzled, "Why is there something like this here?"

"Leftover from an old development project," Fiona Foster explained. "This land used to belong to a local real estate developer. They wanted to build an amusement park here. Then the company ran into financial trouble and collapsed overnight. The building had just been completed at the time, and it's been abandoned ever since."

Serena nodded.

As they spoke, they entered the building. A quick glance was enough to tell that it had been designed entirely in medieval European style—ornate chandeliers, elaborate patterned floors, spiral staircases. But after years of abandonment, everything was coated in dust. There was no electricity, so the place was being lit by emergency lamps. Their isolated pools of light clashed with the darkness all around, making the castle feel even more eerie and sinister.

The group headed straight to the room where the body had been found. The corpse had already been removed from the cabinet, and a man in a white lab coat was crouched beside it, conducting a preliminary examination.

"Ryan Jensen, you got here fast," Fiona called out.

"Don't remind me. I was supposed to have tomorrow off. I'd already made plans to go hiking and fishing with friends, and then I got this call." The man stood up. He was tall and lean, with a handsome, refined face. His rimless glasses added to his polished, professional air. When he saw Serena, he pulled off a glove and extended his hand. "You must be Captain Serena from Major Crimes. Hello, I'm forensic pathologist Ryan."

"Serena." Serena shook his hand.

"Come take a look at the body." Ryan put his glove back on and crouched again. "Male victim. Based on liver temperature, estimated time of death is between seven and ten tonight. He struggled before he died. As for the cause of death..." He looked up at them. "What do you think it was?"

At his prompt, everyone's eyes turned to the corpse.

The victim appeared to be a man in his forties, ordinary-looking, with bulging eyes and a face drained of all color. He looked like he had died in terror, unable to rest in peace. Most striking of all were the two distinct puncture wounds on his neck.

A dark night. A European-style castle. A corpse. Two bloody holes in the neck.

The association was unavoidable.

"A vampire?" Lydia Jensen said quietly, frowning.

"Bingo! That's what it looks like to you too, right?" Ryan clapped his hands, delighted that someone was following his line of thought.

Hayden, on the other hand, stared with his mouth hanging open. "No way. That's way too supernatural..."

Serena seemed unmoved by Ryan's theory. He studied the victim's head for a moment before asking, "Did he die from blood loss?"

"Exactly. There are no other external injuries, so it should have been caused by those two holes in the neck." Ryan pointed at the corpse and continued, "Have you noticed how pale he is?"

The others nodded.

"I checked around the wounds. There's bruising nearby, as if blood had been forcibly drawn out." Ryan paused, clearly pleased by the sharp intake of breath from the group. Then he smiled faintly and added, "Of course, whether that's really what happened will have to wait until I complete the full autopsy."

At that moment, Caleb Quinn suddenly let out a small sound of surprise.

"What is it?" Everyone turned to him.

"This guy..." Caleb stared at the victim. "Why does he look familiar?"

"Familiar?" The others were startled. Serena immediately asked, "Where have you seen him?"

"I can't remember. I just know I've seen him somewhere."

"Criminal record? Missing person report?" Hayden suggested.

"Neither." Caleb shook his head. "Somewhere else. Definitely recent... Damn it, I've got too much stuff in my head. Whenever I actually need something, I can never pull up the right file."

The others all rolled their eyes.

"Since you've got nothing yet, let me give you another clue." Ryan took over. "Judging from the condition of the limbs, the body was moved into the cabinet after death. So this isn't the primary crime scene."

Serena nodded. "Understood. Thanks. I'll wait for your full autopsy report."

But after saying that, Serena noticed Ryan made no move to leave.

"You're not going?" he asked.

"Someone hasn't arrived yet. I don't dare leave." Ryan shrugged innocently.

Serena didn't understand what he meant. Just as he was about to ask, a voice came from the doorway.

"Ryan, are you complaining that we got here late?"

Everyone turned. A man and a woman walked in, each carrying a silver equipment case. Both wore badges marked Forensics Unit, and the speaker was the man in front.

"No, no. I wouldn't dare." The moment Ryan saw them, he put on an ingratiating smile.

The man shot him a look, then walked straight to Serena. He had a refined, scholarly appearance, but his expression was focused and serious. He held out his hand.

"Captain Serena, hello. I'm Julia Lane, deputy leader of the Forensics Unit. This is my colleague, Rose Hayes. Sorry we're late. There was a traffic accident on the way, and we got stuck in the jam."

"Oh, hello." At the words "Forensics Unit," a rare flicker passed across Serena's usually unreadable face. He shook Julia's hand, and his tone was noticeably warmer than before. "I've heard of you for a long time."

Since this was Julia's first meeting with Serena, he had no way of knowing that Serena was being far more cordial than usual.

"Then we'll leave this part to you. I'm taking my team outside to have a look around."

"Understood."

Serena led his people out. Julia swept his gaze across the scene and began work with Rose. The equipment cases were opened, revealing an array of professional tools. Each of them took out different instruments and started processing the scene.

Having already finished his own work, Ryan wandered over to Julia at an infuriatingly leisurely pace.

"Hey, Julia, you guys were pretty slow tonight."

Julia was closely examining the cabinet where the body had been hidden and ignored him.

"The cabinet doors seal tightly. If you don't pull the handle, there's no way to open it," Ryan offered helpfully from the side.

Julia still didn't answer, but he took out fingerprint powder and a brush and began dusting the handle.

"Oh, and there's a nail sticking out on the right side of the cabinet. It looks like it snagged a bit of fabric—might belong to the killer."

As he said that, Julia happened to reach the exact same spot and notice the fiber. The timing was so perfect it almost looked as if he had only found it because of Ryan's tip.

Julia turned and glared at him. "Could you stop interfering with my work?"

"How am I interfering? I'm helping you," Ryan said, looking wounded.

Without expression, Julia lowered his eyes and pointed at Ryan's shoes. "If you've got nothing to do, stop pacing around the room. Any footprints the suspect left have probably been destroyed by you already. Rose, take a sample from his shoes so they don't interfere with our scene analysis."

"Hey! Julia! You don't have to mess with me like that, do you?!" Ryan shouted.

The dust on the floor wasn't even thick enough to hold a clear print, and between the students, police, and everyone else, the place had already been trampled over anyway.

Rose, who had been listening to the two of them bicker for a while now, was already laughing so hard her stomach hurt. These two always started sparring whenever they met at a scene. Anyone who knew them was long used to it.

"Well then, Dr. Ryan," Rose said with a grin as she walked over holding a sampling sheet, "please take off your shoes."

Outside, Serena and the others made their way back into the yard. He sent the rest to search the surrounding area while he himself approached the college students, who were still visibly shaken. After identifying himself, he got straight to the point.

"You were the ones who found the body?"

"Yes." A thin boy answered. "We just wanted to shoot a few scenes here, but when we opened the cabinet, there was... that dead man inside..." The memory of the horrifying moment made his face go even paler.

"From the time you arrived until you came back out, did you notice anyone nearby? Or anything unusual?"

The students looked at one another and all shook their heads.

Just then, the others returned from their search. One look at their expressions told Serena they had found nothing.

Serena looked again at the deserted mansion, which appeared even more sinister under the moonlight, and frowned once more.
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The next morning, the Major Crimes Unit was already buzzing with activity.

"Got it!" Fiona strode into the office with a folder in hand. "The victim's name was Ethan Lane, forty-five, local resident, a professor at the Medical University."

"Ah! I remember now!" Caleb suddenly shouted. He rushed to his desk, started typing furiously, then slammed his fist on the table. "It really is him!"

"Who?" The others immediately crowded around.

Caleb turned the monitor toward them. On the screen was a newspaper from two days earlier. The most prominent headline read: This Year's Outstanding Medical Contribution Award Announced Today—Medical University's Dr. Ethan Wins Prize. Beside it was a photograph of the man they had found dead.

"Dr. Ethan of the Medical University has long devoted himself to the treatment and research of blood disorders, especially porphyria. In recognition of his outstanding contributions in this field, he has been awarded this year's prize. The award ceremony will be held on the evening of September 18..." Hayden read the smaller print aloud, then looked up with widened eyes. "Isn't that the same day he died? So he was killed right after attending the ceremony? Could this have something to do with the award?"

No one answered, but from their expressions it was obvious they were all thinking the same thing.

"We can ask his family," Serena said, looking up at Fiona. "Have you contacted them?"

Fiona nodded. "Yes. His wife is on her way."

"Good. Once she's identified the body, bring her in. We need to get a clearer picture."

Before Serena had even finished speaking, his phone rang. He picked it up, listened for only a moment, and his expression changed sharply.

"How could this happen?! Stay there. I'm coming right now!"

"What happened?" the others asked at once, thinking another case had broken.

"Personal matters." Serena ended the call and hurriedly said to Fiona, "I have something urgent I need to deal with. Fiona, take the team and handle the interview first. Make sure you ask detailed questions."

Without waiting for a response, he dropped those instructions and rushed out of the office.

"Personal matters?" Hayden turned back in disbelief. "He ran off in the middle of work for personal matters?"

"It must be something serious..." Fiona picked up the folder from the desk, then joked to Hayden, "Anyway, we don't need the boss for an interview. That's your specialty, isn't it, Grandma Killer?"

"Damn it, stop calling me that!" Hayden exploded immediately.

He was the youngest on the team, and with his handsome, approachable face, he was especially popular with middle-aged women. For all his usual complaining and restlessness, once he sat down quietly and spoke in a gentle voice, he could get mothers and grandmothers talking in no time. That was why everyone in the unit jokingly called him "Grandma Killer."

"All right, all right. Let's go." Fiona laughed, patted him on the shoulder, and coaxed him out the door.

Provincial People's Hospital.

Serena walked down the corridor one step at a time, the shrill screams from earlier still ringing in his ears.

"Get out! I don't need your fake concern now! Don't let me see you again!..."

He rubbed his temples. The investigation the night before had dragged on until after three in the morning, and now he had just been subjected to a vicious scolding. For once, Serena felt physically and mentally drained.

As he turned a corner in the hallway, someone slammed hard into him from the opposite direction.

Instinctively, Serena looked up.

The other person also lifted his head for a moment, but the instant their eyes met, he lowered it again and quickened his pace.

Serena's professional instincts stirred at once. He frowned and called out, "Hey."

Unexpectedly, the man started walking even faster.

At that exact moment, a nurse's scream rang out from the direction the man had come from.

"Help! Someone, help! Murder!"

The man broke into a run.

"Stop!" Serena took off after him.

The nurse's scream immediately drew everyone's attention, including the police officer on hospital duty. Seeing himself blocked in from both front and back, the suspect gritted his teeth and suddenly charged into a room off the corridor.

There were two people inside: a nurse and a patient.

The young nurse clearly had no idea what was happening outside, and nearly jumped out of her skin when the man burst in. The patient did not turn around, but shifted slightly, revealing that his eyes were still covered with gauze. He appeared to be blind.

The suspect took in the situation instantly. He shoved the nurse aside, yanked the blind man to his feet, and pressed a knife to his throat.

At that moment, the door to the room was thrown open and several people rushed in. The instant Serena saw the hostage situation, he drew his gun.

"Drop the weapon!"

"Don't come any closer!" the suspect shouted, dragging the patient in front of him as a shield. "One more step and I'll kill him!"

The blade gleamed coldly against the man's neck, close enough to slit his throat in an instant. Yet the hostage—whether because he did not fully understand the situation or because he had been frightened speechless—neither struggled nor made a sound. He simply let the suspect hold him there.

Serena looked at the gauze covering the man's eyes, and a wave of concern rose in his chest.

The suspect's hand was shaking badly. Afraid of provoking him, Serena immediately raised one hand and said, "All right. I'm not coming any closer."

Seeing Serena lower his gun, the suspect seemed to calm down a little.

Serena seized the opportunity. While slowly edging nearer, he proposed, "How about this? Let him go, and I'll be your hostage instead."

"Why would I want you?!" The suspect became alert again at once and shouted angrily.

"Because I'm a police officer. If you take me, you'll have leverage with the police." Serena caught the flicker of hesitation on the man's face and continued in the same even tone. "Look at the person you're holding now. He can't see. If you try to run with him, he'll only slow you down. If he falls, you won't be able to keep hold of him—and he'll drag you down with him."

The suspect was clearly panicking out of his mind. After a moment's hesitation, he shouted, "Fine!"

Serena's plan seemed to be working. He was just about to move forward when the man suddenly barked, "Cuff yourself first!"

"I'm not carrying handcuffs."

"That's impossible!" The suspect pressed the knife even closer to the hostage's throat. "You definitely have them! Tell them to cuff you and throw me the key, or I'll cut him right now!"

Serena had intended to use the exchange to get close enough to overpower him. He had not expected the man to be this cautious.

But the situation was too dangerous to hesitate. The suspect was unstable, and the hostage was blind. If anything went wrong, the consequences could be severe.

"All right," Serena said immediately. "I'll do it."

He holstered his gun, took a pair of handcuffs from his pocket, and signaled to the officer beside him. The duty officer hesitated when he saw Serena's expression, but finally stepped forward.

"All right. I'm cuffed now." Serena raised both hands. "Let him go."

"Come here first!" the suspect ordered.

Serena walked toward him step by step and stopped two paces away from the hostage.

"I'm here now. Let him go."

The suspect stared at Serena for a moment, then finally moved. He reached out with his free hand to grab Serena, and in that instant, the knife in his other hand shifted slightly away from the hostage's neck.

That split second was enough.

The hostage—who had remained silent the entire time—suddenly drove his elbow sharply into the man's ribs.

Caught completely off guard, the suspect was hit cleanly. His body jerked as if shocked by electricity, and the right side of him went numb at once. The knife clattered to the floor.

An opening.

Serena had been waiting for one, and he was never going to waste it.

"Get down!" he shouted as he lashed out with a kick.

The patient was quick-witted as well. The moment his elbow strike landed, he ducked aside and crouched low. Serena's kick slammed directly into the suspect's chest, sending him crashing to the ground.

The others rushed in at once and pinned the man down hard.

The duty officer hurried over and unlocked Serena's cuffs. Serena identified himself, then instructed them to escort the suspect to the police station.

The poor man was still half-numb by the time the officers hauled him up. He stumbled out in a daze, having no idea how he had been taken down so quickly.

Once the suspect had been led away, Serena turned to look at the patient who had helped him.

The man was still standing quietly to one side.

He wore a white shirt and black trousers, both well tailored, emphasizing his lean frame. With the gauze wrapped over his eyes, Serena could not see his full face, but from what little was visible, the man was clearly good-looking. He stood there with calm composure, a faint smile even touching the corners of his mouth.

"Are you all right?" Serena asked as he walked over.

"I'm fine," the man replied.

His voice was warm and clear, with an easy lightness at the end, as if he were genuinely relaxed.

Ordinarily, police officers were supposed to comfort rescued hostages. But for some reason, Serena had the distinct feeling that this man had never been frightened at all.

He could not help asking, "You've got some nerve. You couldn't even see, and you still dared to hit him. Weren't you afraid he'd slash open your carotid artery?"

The man smiled faintly. "His knife was in the wrong position. Even if he had cut down, it wouldn't have been fatal. But his hand kept shaking, so I figured it was better to get it away from my neck as soon as possible. If his hand slipped and he opened up a big cut there, that would've been troublesome."

Hearing that, Serena could not help laughing.

This man must have studied medicine. That would explain how calm he had been.

He nodded and said, "There are plenty of vital spots in the neck. Damage the trachea or vocal cords and you'd still be in serious trouble. But thank you. You helped us catch him."

"It was nothing. Just what needed to be done."

"You're here for your eyes?" Serena glanced at the sign on the door: Ophthalmology Treatment Room.

"Yes. I had a minor eye procedure. I came in for a follow-up today."

"Then I hope you recover soon."

As he spoke, Serena habitually extended his hand. The moment he did, he remembered that the man could not see.

He was just about to withdraw it without drawing attention when, to his surprise, the man across from him reached out as if he could see perfectly and grasped Serena's hand with complete accuracy.

"Thank you," the man said with a gentle smile.

Soon everyone else left, and the room was quiet again except for the patient and the nurse.

"Julian Carter, you were unbelievably calm just now," the nurse said as she began unwrapping the gauze over his eyes.

"It was nothing," the man replied casually. "You get used to it after seeing enough of this sort of thing."

The nurse blinked in confusion.

What did he mean, after seeing enough of this sort of thing?

By then, all the gauze had been removed except for the last two pads over his eyes.

The nurse drew the curtains, dimmed the lights, and gently peeled them away.

"Try opening your eyes."

As if he needed a moment to adjust, the man's eyelids moved slightly.

Then, slowly, he opened them.
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Police Bureau, Major Crimes conference room.

"The autopsy results are in," Ryan said, handing copies of the report to everyone. "Ethan had lost over sixty percent of the blood in his body. That amount goes beyond ordinary blood loss. Someone was clearly drawing it out on purpose. My guess is that if Ethan's heart hadn't stopped when he died, the killer would have drained him completely."

"How deep does the grudge have to be for that?" Hayden frowned at the report. "Killing him wasn't enough? They had to drain all his blood too?"

"Not necessarily." Caleb spoke in an offhand tone. "Maybe the point of killing him was the blood."

"Huh?" Hayden looked confused. "Who would want that much blood?"

Caleb gave him a deliberately eerie smile. "A vampire."

"Damn it, stop trying to scare people!" Hayden snapped. "There are no ghosts in this world!"

"Oh, don't be so sure." Caleb, only a year older than him, put on the air of an aging scholar and began reciting material he had clearly just dug up online. "Vampire legends have been around for centuries. In fifteenth-century France, a nobleman supposedly captured more than three hundred children and slit their throats to drain their blood. In Hungary, Countess Bathory bathed in the blood of young girls. And even here in China, Lu Xun wrote about people using steamed buns soaked in human blood to cure illness."

"That still doesn't make them vampires!" Hayden turned to Ryan for technical backup. "Didn't you say there weren't any traces of saliva in the wounds?"

Ryan cooperatively shrugged. "I said I didn't find any traces of human saliva."

The two of them played off each other so well that Hayden's face actually turned pale.

Everyone in Major Crimes knew that Hayden feared nothing except ghosts. Horror movies were out of the question. He could not even sit through a ghost story. Caleb, on the other hand, loved teasing him with exactly that sort of thing. Now that he had such a perfect opportunity, there was no way he was letting it pass.

Fiona glanced uneasily at Serena, unsure whether their new captain would be annoyed. But Serena simply sat there, staring unfocused at the file in front of him, seemingly lost in thought.

"Caleb." Fiona cleared his throat and signaled with his eyes. "Stick to the point."

"Oh." Following Fiona's gaze, Caleb finally realized he had gotten carried away. He quickly straightened up and spoke more seriously. "What I mean is, draining a person's blood isn't easy. If the killer wasn't some kind of vampire, why go to so much trouble? Why insist on draining him dry? And how exactly were those wounds on the victim's neck made?"

Each question struck directly at the heart of the case.

The room fell quiet. Everyone was turning the same uncertainties over in their minds.

After a while, Serena spoke again. "What about the Forensics Unit?"

"Only the college students' fingerprints were found on the front door and the cabinet handle," Lydia replied. "The killer didn't leave any prints. As for the other evidence, Forensics is still running tests."

"What did Ethan's wife say?"

"She didn't give us much," Fiona answered. "According to her, Ethan was easygoing and treated both family and friends well. He didn't seem to have enemies. Most of his time was spent in the lab or at the hospital, and she didn't seem to know much about his work. I think the issue may still lie with his workplace."

Serena considered that for a moment, then nodded. "All right. Then we'll go to the Medical University."

The Medical University was located in the southeast of S City. Supported by its affiliated hospital, it was the city's most prestigious medical school. Inside the dean's office, the current dean, Sophie Hayes, studied the two men opposite him with a mixture of caution and confusion.

"You're here to investigate the cause of Ethan's death?"

"Yes," Serena said. "You should already know that Ethan was murdered. We came to learn more about him."

"Dr. Ethan was an excellent researcher and an excellent teacher. He had always been very well regarded at our hospital."

"A researcher and a teacher?" Serena frowned. "He didn't see patients?"

At that question, a nearly imperceptible stiffness crossed Sophie's face. "Well... Dr. Ethan preferred medical research, and the hospital was willing to give him more support in that area."

"According to the newspaper report, he received the award because of his research into blood disorders. Is that right?"

"Yes."

"During the course of that research and the award process, did he have any conflicts with anyone?"

Sophie's brow creased slightly. "Why do you ask?"

"Ethan was killed after the award ceremony. The method was extremely brutal. We suspect it may have been a revenge killing."

That made Sophie even more guarded. He weighed his words before answering. "Dr. Ethan was a very agreeable man. He got along well with everyone. He didn't have enemies."

Serena and Fiona exchanged a glance. Both of them had noticed the unnatural hesitation.

"We'd like to see his office," Serena said.

"I'm afraid that may not be very convenient..." Sophie looked troubled. "Dr. Ethan's death has already caused quite a stir at the hospital. If you come in to investigate and reporters get wind of it..."

"Which is exactly why the police need to solve this case quickly," Fiona replied gently, with an understanding smile. "That would minimize the damage to your hospital's reputation, wouldn't it?"

"Even if you refuse, we can still apply for a search warrant," Serena added coldly. "And that would create a much bigger scene."

Sophie's expression worsened. After a moment's hesitation, he nodded helplessly. "In that case, I'll take you there myself."

The three of them made their way to the teaching and research division behind the hospital. The moment they entered the office area, Sophie addressed everyone inside.

"Everyone, these two officers are from the Public Security Bureau. They're here to ask about Dr. Ethan."

At once, every head in the room lifted, and all eyes turned toward Serena and Fiona.

Both men knew exactly what Sophie was doing. He was warning the staff to be careful about what they said. Neither bothered to call him out on it.

Instead, Serena asked directly, "Which desk was Ethan's?"

"Over there..." A young man who looked like a graduate student hesitantly raised his hand.

Following the direction he pointed, the two detectives walked to a separate office partitioned off by glass from the main room. Inside was a standard office setup: a desk with a computer on it, two large bookshelves to the left crammed with books, and on the right, a leather sofa that looked fairly expensive.

"This was Professor Ethan's office," the student explained.

Serena turned to look at him.

The young man appeared to be in his early twenties, a little under average height, thin and pale, wearing glasses. He had the air of a quiet academic.

"You're his student?" Serena asked.

The young man nodded. "Yes."

"What's your name?"

"Isabel Lawson."

"How long had you been working with Ethan?"

"I... I started following Professor Ethan in my first year of graduate school... This is my fourth year..."

Noticing how nervous he was, Fiona smiled reassuringly. "Don't be nervous. We just want to understand the situation. You've been with Ethan for four years. What was he usually like?"

Isabel had just opened his mouth to answer when Sophie abruptly cut in from the side.

"Isabel, don't be afraid. Just say whatever you need to say."

The interruption was so sudden that Isabel visibly flinched. The answer that had been about to come out died on his lips.

Serena shot Sophie an irritated look before turning back to the student.

After that interruption, Isabel looked even less willing to speak. He glanced cautiously at Sophie before finally murmuring to the detectives, "No... Professor Ethan was a good man... He didn't have any enemies..."

Serena and Fiona exchanged another look.

"All right. We understand." Serena turned back to Sophie. "Dean Sophie, we'll leave it here for now. If necessary, we may need to trouble you again."

At the news that they were leaving, the tension that had kept Sophie's face taut instantly eased. He nodded repeatedly. "Of course. No problem."

Sophie accompanied them all the way to the parking lot, saw them into their car, and only headed back after the vehicle had started.

"That dean is careful enough to treat us like thieves," Fiona said with a mocking smile.

"The more careful he is, the guiltier he looks." Serena's face remained grim. "Fiona, go back and apply for a search warrant. Bring in everything from Ethan's office at the hospital. There's definitely something wrong here."

Major Crimes moved fast. By the following morning, everything from Ethan's office had been transported to the Public Security Bureau.

Hayden dropped a cardboard box onto a desk in the Forensics Unit office and let out a long breath. "That's the last box."

"Good." Julia looked at the documents and miscellaneous items piled across two desks and sighed. "That's quite a lot."

"This is only part of it," Hayden replied. "The real mountain is downstairs. Most of this stuff is pharmaceutical research reports and things like that. We can't make heads or tails of it, so we're depending on you. Whether we solve this case may come down to whether you can find a clue in all this. Oh, and the computer should be checked first. The boss says that's probably where the biggest lead is. Didn't you just get some computer prodigy on your team? Put him to work."

"All right. Don't worry. We'll let you know as soon as we find anything."

"Great. You think you can finish before lunch?"

"That's probably not happening. We're not taking outside work this morning." Julia smiled and changed his tone.

"Huh?" Hayden looked confused. "What time is it? You're already slacking off? Even if Brother Julian isn't here, you guys can't be this lazy."

"What nonsense are you talking?" Rose shot him a glare. "Brother Julian is coming back today."

"Really? He's really back today?" Hayden's eyes lit up at once.

Julia nodded with a smile. "Yes. So we're planning a small welcome-back gathering."

Hayden broke into a grin. "That's great! Wait right here, I'll go get everyone. We'll all come by in a bit. Just wait!"

Not long afterward, a tall figure appeared in the hallway on the seventh floor outside the Forensics Unit.

He wore well-fitted casual clothes, and his features were clean-cut and handsome.

It was the same patient from the hospital—the man whose eye bandages had just been removed.

But unlike before, his eyes were now bright and clear, with not the slightest sign of recent surgery. On the badge pinned to his chest, the words were unmistakable:

Senior Forensic Examiner
Chief of the Forensics Unit
Julian
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Bang!

The party popper exploded the instant the door opened. Streamers flew everywhere, followed by a chorus of cheers:

"Welcome back, Brother Julian!"

"Whoa—thanks, everyone. Thank you, thank you." Julian laughed as he reached up to pull ribbons off his hair.

"Brother Julian, are your eyes really okay now?" Rose stepped forward and peered closely at him.

"Yes. They're fine now." Julian smiled, his dark eyes looking exactly as they had before.

Julian was the head of the S City Police Department's Forensics Unit. Half a year earlier, during an operation, a suspect had splashed a chemical reagent into his eyes, causing burns to his corneas. He had only recently received a suitable donor cornea, and the transplant had been a success. Today was his first day back at work after recovering.

In S City's police department, there was one division that stood apart from the rest and enjoyed a formidable reputation: the Forensics Unit.

Unlike the technical investigation departments in many other places, S City's Forensics Unit was a highly developed independent department. Under it were separate labs for physics, chemistry, firearms, audiovisual and image analysis, among others, allowing for thorough and detailed examination of crime scenes. Its database was equally powerful—not only standard fingerprint and criminal image databases, but also ballistic databases, chemical-spectrum libraries, and a DNA database still under construction. With the support of these resources, the unit was often able to uncover crucial leads in major cases with remarkable speed, providing strong support for investigators. In many ways, the fact that S City's criminal investigation division had one of the highest clearance rates in the country was inseparable from the strength of its forensic support.

And the people in the unit matched that reputation. Each examiner was an expert in a different field.

Julian, thirty-three, head of the Forensics Unit, senior examiner, chemical analyst. Though trained in chemistry, he was also highly skilled in physical evidence analysis. Perhaps because of his family background, he had an uncanny ability to extract useful information from even the most complicated evidence.

Julia, thirty, deputy head of the unit, senior examiner, chemical analyst. Julia was meticulous and patient. No matter how messy or complex the evidence, he could analyze it methodically and pull clues from it.

Rose, female, twenty-seven, intermediate examiner, physical analyst. Though her name contained the character for "softness," and she herself was pretty and delicate in appearance, her personality was anything but delicate. Raised in a military family, she was highly skilled with firearms and hand-to-hand combat, making her the unquestioned physical powerhouse of the unit.

Marcus Sutton, twenty-six, intermediate examiner, physical analyst. He was not tall and tended to be rather quiet, but he possessed one extraordinary talent: an almost photographic memory. He was the unit's indispensable walking encyclopedia.

"Oh, right, Brother Julian, let me introduce someone," Julia said, pulling over a quiet young man who had been standing to one side. "This is Henry Shaw, our new audiovisual analyst. His computer skills are incredible. He's helped us solve a lot of problems."

"Hello, Team Leader Julian." Henry nodded politely.

He looked no older than twenty-four or twenty-five, with a slightly round baby face that made him seem especially mild and well-behaved.

"No need to call me team leader. Just call me Brother Julian like everyone else does," Julian said with a smile.

"All right, Brother Julian."

Just as they were talking, the office door burst open with a bang, and Hayden and Caleb charged in shouting, "Brother Julian! Welcome back!"

"Thank you!" Julian replied with a laugh.

Behind them came Fiona, Lydia, and Ryan, all smiling as they looked at him.

"Your news travels fast," Julian said.

"Of course it does. By the way, Brother Julian, how are your eyes? Fully recovered?" Hayden asked, staring at them.

"Yes. Completely."

"Haha, that's great. We missed you like crazy."

Ryan brought up the rear. He had an apple in his hand. When he saw Julian looking at him, he tossed it over.

Smack.

Julian caught it cleanly in one hand.

"Looks like you really are better," Ryan said with a grin. "If you hadn't recovered soon, I was seriously thinking about cutting a pair of corneas out of some corpse for you."

"Please don't. I won't be needing that kind of help for now," Julian replied with a laugh.

He looked around at the group who had come in and suddenly asked, "By the way, where's Captain Lane?"

The question made the Major Crimes officers pause.

"Brother Julian, Captain Lane got promoted and transferred to another city. Criminal Investigation has a new captain now," Julia explained.

"Really? Who is it?"

"Don't even mention it..." Hayden seemed to deflate instantly. He sat down to one side, picked up a bag of snacks from the table, and kneaded it in his hands.

"It's like this, Brother Julian," Fiona explained. "Our new captain is named Serena. He happened to have something to deal with today, so he didn't come. He asked me to apologize to you on his behalf..."

"What do you mean, he had something to do? I think he was just making excuses!" Hayden cut in. "He didn't seem busy before. But the second we mentioned coming here, he suddenly started mumbling about having something urgent. Did you see how awkward he looked? Who was he trying to fool?"

Hayden went on complaining about Serena's strange reaction earlier. The others listened with mixed expressions.

None of them noticed the flash of anger that crossed Henry's face the moment he heard the name Serena.

"Maybe he really did have something urgent come up," Julian said mildly, not seeming to mind at all. "We'll meet sooner or later."

Then he glanced at the floor and the tables before speaking again. "All right, everyone's had enough fun. Time to get back to work. Rose, you bought these party poppers and snacks, didn't you?"

"Yes!" Rose answered brightly.

"Good. Then you can be responsible for cleaning all this up."

"...What?" Rose's sunshine-bright smile froze on her face.

"And remember," Julian added, "not a single trace left behind."

Then he turned to the others. "Julia, come inside with me. Everyone else, back to your stations. Let's get to work."

He led Julia into the inner office, and laughter erupted in the outer room almost immediately.

"Hahaha, Rose, you're done for..." Hayden pointed at her, gloating. "Did you forget Brother Julian's a clean freak?"

"I only thought it'd be nice to make things lively since he just came back!" Rose said miserably. Then she turned her anger on Hayden, who was still laughing. "Hayden! You ate plenty too! Get over here and help me sweep!"

"Not happening! I'm busy!"

Inside the office.

Back in the workspace he had been away from for more than half a year, Julian felt a strange, familiar warmth.

The room looked much the same as before. The only difference was that several files had already been placed on the desk. He flipped through them casually. They were all case records from the past several months.

"I knew you'd want to read them when you got back, so I put them there for you," Julia said with a smile.

"Thanks." Julian smiled back. "You've worked hard these past months."

"It wasn't much. Everyone just handled their own work. There wasn't much for me to manage."

Julian set the file down and looked at Julia with clear anticipation. "Tell me what cases you've been working on lately. I've been away from work too long. I want to get my hands on something as soon as possible."

Julia understood exactly how he felt, so he gave him a brief summary of the case from the past two days.

"...This morning, Major Crimes moved over a huge pile of materials. They're waiting for us to help them find a lead."

"A vampire?" Julian stood up at once, clearly intrigued. "That's a new one. Come on, let's get started."

By evening, Julian arrived at the Major Crimes office.

The lights in the outer office were already off, but the light in the captain's office was still on. A figure moved faintly inside. That must be the new captain everyone had been talking about.

Julian walked to the door and knocked.

"Come in."

The voice from inside was cool and restrained, but so distinctive that Julian paused for a split second.

Could it be him?

He pushed the door open.

Inside sat a man about his own age. When he saw Julian come in, confusion appeared on his face.

"May I ask who you are?"

The moment he heard that, Julian was certain.

This was the policeman from the hospital.

Then again, the man had said at the time that he was a police officer. In the Public Security Bureau, the only person who would not recognize him was probably this newly transferred captain.

So Julian smiled.

"Captain Serena, right?"

"Yes..." Serena answered, hesitating.

He studied the man in front of him—the tall frame, the handsome face. He was sure they had never met before.

So why did he seem strangely familiar?...

Seeing the confusion on Serena's face, the smile on Julian's lips deepened.

"You really don't remember?"

That smile. That tone.

Serena suddenly remembered.

"You're the man from the hospital!"

Julian laughed. "Captain Serena, you finally remembered."

For once, genuine surprise showed on Serena's usually stern face. He stood up at once, visibly startled and pleased.

"How are you here? You..."

He stopped halfway through the sentence, because he had seen the badge hanging from Julian's clothes.

"You—" Serena blurted out in astonishment. "You're Julian? The head of the Forensics Unit?!"
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Serena stood there staring at Julian in surprise until the other man gave a soft laugh, snapping him out of it.

"Right," Serena said. "They mentioned you were coming back today..." Then he suddenly remembered something. "Wait—your eyes are really fine now?"

"Completely healed. I was only at the hospital that day for a follow-up." Julian smiled. "Come to think of it, I really should thank you for saving my life."

"You helped me quite a bit too." Remembering that scene in the hospital, Serena smiled as well. "No wonder you knew the human body so well. You really were an expert."

"Expert might be overstating it. But after doing analysis work for so long, you end up learning a thing or two."

"About this afternoon... when you came back..." Serena seemed slightly awkward, almost apologetic. "I'm sorry. I had something to take care of."

Julian only smiled, unconcerned. "It's fine. You had something urgent, right? They said it came up suddenly."

Serena gave a light cough and changed the subject a little stiffly. "They were all very happy to hear you were back. I heard they were even planning some sort of welcome party for you."

Julian gave a mock sigh. "Please. They just wanted an excuse to eat and drink." Then he laughed too. "But we do get along very well. You know, once you've gone through garbage heaps and crawled through sewers with the same group of people, it's hard not to become close."

At that, Serena quietly let out a breath of relief.

Good.

The two chatted and joked for a while before Serena finally remembered the real reason Julian had come.

"By the way, what did you need from me?"

"Oh, right." Julian returned to business. "I went through the materials you sent over and found something suspicious. I came to let you know."

"What is it?"

"I found the first draft of the award-winning paper on Ethan's computer, and I noticed something very strange. Between the original draft and the final published version, one person's name disappeared."

"It did?" Serena frowned.

Julian nodded. "Ethan's project was a major national research project. Once it produced results, it was bound to have a huge impact in the field. For people like them, getting their name on a paper like this would've been extremely important. Even if the person whose name was removed isn't your killer, he probably knows something."

Serena opened the copy Julian handed him and looked at the missing name written there.

Evan Lawson.

Evan, thirty, assistant researcher at the Medical University Hospital, seemed to have been sitting on his resentment toward Ethan for a long time. Before Major Crimes had even asked more than a few questions, he had already launched into a bitter stream of complaints.

"Ethan? That bastard was a complete scumbag! A bunch of us applied for this project together. We were all aiming for this year's research award from the very beginning. Fine, the timeline was tight and the workload was insane—I accepted that. But the least he could've done was distribute the funding properly!

"The project budget specifically included ten percent as discretionary funds, and he pocketed it right from the start! The rest of us worked ourselves to death, and he gave us only a thousand yuan a month. But when it came to sending his son abroad, he spent six hundred thousand in one shot!"

Seeing the expressions on Serena and the others, Evan gave a cold laugh.

"You think I'm only angry because of that? I'm not that shallow. He did something even worse. Our project was focused on patients with porphyria. It's a very difficult disease to treat. Patients need constant blood transfusions just to stay alive, which costs a fortune. So when we applied for funding, we specifically set aside five percent as patient assistance money. But he swallowed that too!"

"Something like that actually happened?" Several of them were visibly shocked.

"Yes!" Evan said. "When I found out, I confronted him. He not only refused to admit it, he turned around and chewed me out. Later I warned him that if he didn't return the money, I'd report it to the dean. That's when he panicked. And from then on, he held a grudge against me. Later he found an excuse to kick me out of the research team entirely!"

By now Evan was so agitated that he braced both hands on the table and shouted, "I worked on that project for more than two years! At least a quarter of the whole thing was my work. And in the end, he kicked me out completely and didn't even leave my name on it!"

"So you hated him very much?" Serena asked.

Evan clearly caught the implication behind the question. He sneered.

"Yes, I hated him. But I wouldn't kill him.

People like him get what's coming to them. Heaven would punish someone like that sooner or later."

"Then where were you on September 18—the night three days ago—between seven and eleven p.m.?"

"Three days ago? Oh, that night a classmate of mine from out of town was about to get married, so all of us went out to celebrate for him. We drank until late into the night. I drank too much and slept at his place. If you don't believe me, ask him."

"Evan was telling the truth. His friend confirmed it. He was in A City the whole night." Caleb put down the phone.

So Evan was not the killer.

Serena turned to Julian, who had been listening quietly from the side.

"What do you think?"

Julian seemed to be mulling something over. Only when Serena addressed him did he come back to himself. Instead of answering directly, he asked a question.

"Didn't Evan say their main research focus was porphyria?"

"Yes."

"Do you know what porphyria is?"

Serena paused.

What did that have to do with anything?

A faint smile touched Julian's lips.

"Porphyria is a primary or secondary blood disorder. Patients with it are highly sensitive to light. Their skin can blister or ulcerate in the sun, and they often need regular blood transfusions to survive." He paused deliberately, then added, "Which is why some people also call it vampire disease."

Vampire disease.

The moment those words landed, everyone immediately thought of Ethan's bizarre death.

"So that only confirms we've been heading in the right direction," Serena said at last, breaking the silence.

His brows lifted slightly. He clearly already had a plan.

"Based on Evan's account, Ethan wasn't nearly as decent as his wife and the dean made him out to be. We need to keep digging into him."

He turned to his team and began assigning tasks.

"Fiona, Hayden—you two go back to the hospital and talk to Ethan's colleagues again, especially the ones who worked on the project. Find out whether anyone else had conflicts with him.

"Caleb, investigate the patients involved in the research and see whether any of them had reason to resent him.

"Lydia, look into Ethan's finances. If he embezzled that much money, it had to go somewhere."

After giving the orders, he looked at Julian.

"As for your unit..."

"We'll keep working through the evidence along our current line of thought," Julian finished for him.

Serena nodded and raised his voice. "Move quickly. The moment anyone finds something, report to me."

The second round of investigation soon produced preliminary results.

After Evan threatened him, Ethan had quickly returned the embezzled patient assistance funds. Because the matter had been handled quietly, the patients themselves knew nothing about it. As for the rest of the money Ethan had monopolized, it had all gone toward supporting his son's studies abroad. That, too, seemed unrelated to his death.

In the end, the real lead still came from Forensics.

"I studied Ethan's research reports," Julian said. "Since porphyria is also called vampire disease, the background section of the paper included some material about vampire legends and the ways people in the past supposedly treated the illness. And interestingly, in the first draft, that section quoted the crest of a vampire family. But it wasn't one of the commonly known vampire family crests."

"Not a common one?" Serena repeated, puzzled.

"That's right." Julian handed him a comparison image. "The one on the left is the crest of the Brujah clan. The one on the right looks very similar, but it isn't the same. This one has a different origin."

He blinked lightly, almost teasingly.

"It's the emblem of a famous vampire club here in the city."

"A vampire club?" Serena was genuinely taken aback. "A place like that actually exists?"

"It does. And it has quite a few members." Julian nodded with certainty. "I did a little background digging for you. Supposedly, all the members are around twenty years old. None of them are over thirty."

"But I remember all the authors listed on the paper were over thirty..." Serena immediately started flipping through the documents. After confirming he had remembered correctly, he looked up, understanding dawning in his eyes. "So that part of the paper was written by someone else?"

"Yes. And that person's name was never included in the paper at all. More importantly—" Julian's tone sharpened, "this person knows a great deal about vampires."

"Where is this club?" Serena asked quickly.

With a faint smile, Julian handed him a small slip of paper.
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That night.

Serena, Julian, and Fiona stood outside the vampire club.

It was a small shop tucked along a commercial street not far from the university district. The storefront itself was narrow. Its black wooden doors and windows had been deliberately aged, streaked with dark stains that looked disturbingly like dried blood. The amber-tinted glass blocked most of the light, making it impossible to see clearly inside. Fake bats hung above the door and windows, along with a wooden sign shaped like a bat. Painted on it was the same emblem the two of them had seen in the manuscript draft.

The three exchanged a look.

This was the place.

They pushed the door open and stepped inside. The interior was even dimmer than expected. Thanks to the amber glass, the whole place was steeped in shadow. Dark furnishings and Gothic decor added to the atmosphere of mystery and oppression. Everything inside carried an unmistakable vampire theme—white candles, a long banquet-style table, and, deeper in the main hall, even an ornate coffin. Several young men and women sat at the tables, dressed in alternative styles. When some of them laughed, pointed canine fangs flashed in their mouths.

While the three were still surveying the room, a waiter approached. He looked to be around twenty, dressed in a tailcoat and white gloves. Polite and composed, he asked, "How may I help you?"

"We're looking for someone," Fiona said.

At that, the waiter smiled faintly. "I'm sorry, but this is vampire territory. Humans who come here may be treated as food."

He bared his teeth, revealing two sharp fangs.

Julian studied the fangs with interest, as if trying to figure out what material the fake teeth were made from. Serena had no patience for the performance. He pulled out his police ID with a cold expression.

"Police."

"Huh?" The waiter had clearly not expected that. The smile on his face froze instantly.

"What's going on? Is there a problem?"

A young man around twenty-five or twenty-six walked over.

"M-manager," the waiter stammered, still stunned. "These three say they're... police..."

The manager looked surprised as well. He took Serena's ID, glanced at it, then looked up in confusion.

"Officers, I'm the manager here. What can I do for you?"

"We'd like to ask you a few questions," Serena said. "Do you have somewhere quieter?"

"Yes, of course. Please come with me."

He led them to the bar at the back of the room. It was decorated in the same European style, but the most eye-catching feature was the wall behind it. Lined across it were tiny glass bottles, each about the length of a finger, all filled with red liquid.

"What are those?" Julian asked, genuinely curious.

"Oh, that's our blood wall," the manager explained. "When someone joins, they squeeze out a little of their own blood into a bottle and place it there. It's part of the initiation ritual."

Then he turned back to Serena. "Officer, what exactly is it you want to know?"

"We want to ask about your customers," Fiona said. "We heard a lot of university students come here."

"Yes. We're a themed club. University students are our main clientele."

"Do any medical students come here?"

The manager hesitated. "Well... yes, some do. Quite a few medical students are interested in vampires..." He looked at their expressions, then asked cautiously, "Are you looking for someone in particular?"

"Yes," Serena said. "We want to know which medical students come here regularly."

"That's..." The manager looked troubled. "I don't know their real names."

"You don't?" Fiona pointed at the wall of bottles. "Don't you register members? Don't you record their names?"

At that, the manager gave an awkward laugh. "We do register them. But we register their English aliases."

"Aliases?" Fiona frowned. "Why not use their real names?"

"Well, officer..." the manager said awkwardly, "vampires are a Western legend. English names fit the atmosphere better. All vampire clubs do it this way. People here call each other by English names, and that's what we put on the register too. So honestly, I don't know what most of them are really called."

"If you don't know their names, you should at least recognize their faces," Serena said suddenly. He pointed at the security camera mounted in the corner near the ceiling. "You have surveillance footage, don't you?"

"Oh, right! Of course!" The manager smacked his forehead. "How could I forget? Just a moment, officers. I'll pull it up."

The security recordings were stored on the server, so older footage had to be exported first. While they waited, Julian casually struck up a conversation with the manager.

"What's your name, by the way?"

"My surname is Hawthorne. My name is Lydia Hawthorne."

"Lydia..."

"Yes. Le as in happiness, Tang as in crabapple blossom," Lydia explained with a small gesture.

"Lydia. Nice name." Julian smiled. "There aren't many vampire clubs in China. What gave you the idea?"

"Not exactly," Lydia said with a smile. "I went abroad for school starting in middle school, so I heard a lot more vampire legends growing up. At university, some classmates even organized clubs like this. When I first came back to China, I didn't have much to do, so I started one just for fun. I didn't expect there to be so many vampire enthusiasts here too. Somehow it just took off."

"That's called having vision," Julian said. "And I have to say, you've done this pretty professionally. That blood wall just now—is it modeled after the Embrace?"

"Yes!" Lydia looked delighted. "I didn't expect an officer to know that too!"

"My college classmates dragged me to watch Bram Stoker's Dracula back in the day. I picked up a few basics." Julian smiled and pointed again at the bottles on the wall. "Is the height arrangement meaningful too?"

"Yes. They're arranged according to the order in which members were 'Embraced.' It represents their status here." Lydia smiled. "Vampire clans care a lot about hierarchy."

"So yours is up there too?"

"It is." Lydia pointed to one of the bottles near the top.

"Second row?" Julian narrowed his eyes at the name on the bottle. "That makes you practically an elder. Leon..."

"Yes. It's a rough sound match for my Chinese name."

As they spoke, the export finally finished.

Lydia worked the machine and pulled up a piece of surveillance footage, then stood.

"This was recorded during a gathering we held a few days ago. See if you can spot the person you're looking for."

The monitor began to play the footage from that night. The screen was full of boys and girls dressed like vampires. Heavy makeup obscured their real features so thoroughly that identifying anyone was difficult. The three of them stared at the screen, studying each face and trying to pick people out one by one.

"Wait," Serena suddenly said.

Fiona paused the video.

"Rewind a little."

He dragged it back several seconds.

"There," Serena said, pointing to a young man in medieval European costume on the screen. He turned to Fiona. "Doesn't he look familiar to you?"

Fiona studied the image carefully. Then his face changed.

"It's him?..."

The young man in costume, complete with fangs, was none other than Ethan's student—

Isabel.

Police Bureau.

Inside the interrogation room, Isabel looked around uneasily. Seeing him tremble slightly, Serena slid a cup of hot coffee across the table.

"Thank you..." Isabel accepted it, but he didn't drink. He only kept rubbing the paper cup between his hands, as if using it to keep warm.

"What were you doing at that place?" Serena asked.

Isabel looked up at him and answered softly, "There was a vampire cosplay party there that night. I went to have a look."

"You really like vampires?"

Isabel shook his head. "Not exactly. It was just more convenient to get close to them that way..."

"And were these written by you too?" Serena asked, placing a manuscript in front of him.

The moment Isabel saw it, his whole body jolted. He lifted his head and stared at Serena in shock.

"We compared the final published paper to this draft," Serena said. "Nearly seven thousand words in the first chapter of the final version overlap with your manuscript. It's almost a direct copy. And even the core treatment section in the published paper matches large portions of this draft, with only minor refinements. In other words, your manuscript was the framework for the entire paper."

As Isabel listened, his already trembling hands began to shake even harder.

Serena noticed the reaction and continued.

"We checked Ethan's computer. The original author metadata for this file is YiqiaoLu. That means you created it. You were the one who proposed this treatment plan, but in the final paper, your name was nowhere to be found." Serena looked straight at him. "Your professor stole your research."

Crack.

The paper cup in Isabel's hand crumpled into a tight ball. Coffee splashed everywhere across the table. But Isabel seemed not to notice at all. He only squeezed the cup harder.

Serena pushed the tissue box toward him.

"Go on," he said.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

chapter 7

[image: ]


Isabel took a long time to calm down before he finally began to speak.

"When I was little, my parents traveled for work all the time, so for a long stretch I lived with my uncle and aunt. They were both incredibly good to me. Later, my aunt had a son. He was a boy, and he was adorable. But as he got older, we started noticing something was wrong. Blisters kept appearing on his body and face, especially after he'd been out in the sun. My uncle and aunt took him to doctor after doctor before he was finally diagnosed with porphyria. The doctors said it was a very rare disease, and they didn't really have any effective treatment..."

He lowered his head.

"My uncle and aunt spent a fortune, but in the end, they still couldn't save him. After he died, my aunt fell into depression and tried to kill herself several times. My uncle quit his job to take care of her. A perfectly good family was destroyed just like that..."

"After I got into university and started studying medicine, I chose hematology. Back then, all I wanted was to find an effective treatment for porphyria—so it wouldn't ruin anyone else's life."

"And that treatment plan—did you come up with it yourself?" Serena asked.

Isabel nodded. "I found some related foreign research, then built on the treatment approaches they already had and developed my own ideas..."

"If it was your idea, why didn't you speak up for yourself?"

Isabel looked up with a bitter smile. "Officer, in medical research, having an idea isn't enough. You need clinical trial data to support it. I did go to my professor at the time. He told me that with my qualifications, as just a master's student, the topic was far too big. No one higher up would approve it. But if he led the project, then it could be submitted in the name of the entire research team..."

"So you agreed?"

At Serena's question, Isabel gave a bleak little laugh. "Did I really have a choice? He wasn't wrong. With my background, I probably wouldn't have been able to secure that kind of funding or manpower even in another five or ten years. If I wanted results as quickly as possible, the only path open to me was the one he offered..."

He paused, then continued.

"The research progressed smoothly. Then one day, my professor came to me and said the project might have a chance at winning a research award. But to make it more secure, it would be best to add the names of a few senior experts to the paper..." His expression twisted with grief and anger. "But I never imagined... I never imagined he would leave my name off it entirely..."

Two lines of tears slid down Isabel's face.

Seeing him like this, even Serena felt a flicker of sympathy. He waited a moment for Isabel to regain some control, then continued.

"Where were
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