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Chapter 1.1: The Dark Sky
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The sky was ominously dark, as if a flock of crows filled the gap to brightness. This summer, there have been many days like this, truly evoking thoughts of the end of the world, that terrifying day.

There was almost no wind outside, and the air was dry to the point of suffocation. Zhang Heping sat in the car, windows closed tightly, with cool air flowing slowly from the air conditioner. Sirens blared from the instruments mounted on the car roof, spreading across a wide area. Such a sound made the local people anxious. It was indeed an ominous warning, signaling that an accident had occurred somewhere.

Inside the car, Heping's eyes were slightly closed, his hair falling into a place where it met his forehead. He was just over forty, but clearly appeared older than his actual age, which most people thought. The driver was a young detective named Lee Emma, with a neat buzz cut.

The car had passed through Xierma Village and was now heading towards Zhangjia Village. Between the two villages was a sixth-ring road, but their living environments were very similar. Once past the sixth-ring road, the village sign of Zhangjia Village could be seen on the opposite side of the road.

It was an intersection with many cars in all directions, and the importance of the traffic lights was evident. The direction of the police car was currently showing a red light, so they couldn't go through yet. Heping looked to the left out the window; it was just a green belt with nothing particularly special.

The green light turned on, and the police car continued forward. The young detective glanced at the GPS, then kept his eyes on the road.

They arrived at the reported location, where the house was surrounded by a large crowd. Heping walked through the gap in the crowd, with the young detective following behind him, slightly nervous.

The house, with its gray tiles and red bricks, showed signs of wear, as if it had been hurt by time. The door was red, but after being washed by rain, it had turned a blood-red color, giving off a depressing feeling. The ground was covered with lime, and cracks were visible everywhere—shallow but clear. The aluminum windows looked cold and tense. Bottles and jars were piled everywhere in the yard, reducing its space. A dog, struggling to free itself from its chain, barked loudly in fear of so many strangers.

The neighbors crowded at the door, curious and worried. Such a serious murder had never happened here, and everyone was quietly wondering what could be going on inside.

The police, with their usual expressions, moved through the yard. Sweat dripped down their faces and soaked into their clothes. A policeman standing by the door saw Heping and nodded without changing his expression. After entering, Heping noticed a bearded man squatting on the ground to the left of the main building. He was smoking with a gloomy expression, initially making it seem like he would never smile. Walking around him, Heping entered the house, where the police inside handed him a report. One pointed towards a room and said, "The body is in that room." Heping glanced at the room and then at the young detective, saying, "Let's go in."

The young detective, who called Heping "senior," had been working for only half a year and had been shadowing Heping during his internship. This was his first time being involved in a murder case, and his heart was filled with unease. Heping led the way inside, where they saw the coroner examining the body. The coroner wore a mask, so Heping couldn't see his expression, but he could imagine it was serious and filled with sorrow. No one in the room spoke; they were all waiting for the coroner's conclusion.

After ten minutes, the coroner stood up, put his tools away, and gently removed his mask, his face covered in sweat. "The time of death is estimated to be between 3 and 5 p.m., the murder weapon was a fruit knife. The victim was stabbed in the heart while sleeping, so there was no struggle, and it was a fatal blow. The knife is still in the victim's chest, with very little blood around the wound," the coroner said seriously. He paused, then added, "Any questions?" The young detective looked at Heping, but since there was no response, he turned to ask the coroner, "Was there no blood splatter?" The coroner maintained his serious expression, replying, "If the knife wasn't removed, the blood wouldn't splatter. The killer might not have gotten much blood on him either." The young detective nodded, and Heping approached the victim. Looking down at her, he could tell she was a woman in her forties, slightly overweight, and of average appearance. Since she had been dead for about three hours, her face had already started to take on a horrifying look. The fruit knife had already been removed by the coroner. Heping wrinkled his nose and shifted his gaze from the victim's face to the gloomy weather outside.

The hearse had arrived. Once her family confirmed, the body would be moved onto the vehicle and taken to the large crematory where she would lose her freedom.

After the body was taken away, most of the police had already left. Only a fair-skinned officer remained to brief Heping. "The victim was the lady of the house," he said, turning slightly to look at the man squatting on the ground, continuing, "That man is the second husband of the victim." Heping glanced at the man and asked, "Has he said anything?" The officer thought for a moment and replied, "He hasn't said anything since the beginning, he doesn't respond to any questions." Heping nodded and asked, "Is there anyone else in the house?" The officer checked the records and said, "A daughter named Zhao Layla, 25 years old, she takes after the victim." Heping blinked and asked, "Where is she now?" Before the officer could respond, a beautiful young woman with a slim figure and almond-shaped eyes ran in from outside. She quickly looked around and rushed into the room where the victim had lived. Outside, they heard a sharp scream. Heping hurriedly ran inside and saw the woman fainted on the floor. He carried her to a ventilated area in the yard and pressed on her philtrum. She woke up, crying out, "Mom, Mom." The man, still sitting silently, remained unmoved. The woman's cries grew louder. Heping was determined to find the killer and provide closure for the victim's family. At that moment, raindrops started falling rapidly, turning into a downpour.

Heping helped the woman into her room. She collapsed on the bed, clutching the blanket, sobbing uncontrollably. Heping didn't know how to comfort her, but he instinctively glanced around the room. On the left side of the room was a double bed measuring 1.5 by 1.9 meters. In the upper right corner of the bed was a nightstand. On the left side were two doors leading to a wardrobe, and across from the nightstand was a bookshelf. The room's decor was all in pink. Heping curiously picked up a book from the desk; it was about fashion design. He flipped through a few pages and saw the woman's name, Zhao Layla, written inside.

Heping left the room and walked back into the yard. He tried to speak with the victim's husband, but the man only looked up once at Heping, then stood up, picked up a basin of water, and walked toward the place where the victim had breathed her last. The young detective, dissatisfied, muttered, "His wife is dead, yet he doesn't say a word." This comment reached Heping's ears, and he suddenly had a thought: Why, when his wife was brutally murdered, was the man so numb? Could he be the killer? With this thought, Heping fixed his gaze on the man and observed his every move.

From day to night, no one had noticed the change. Heping sat in the car, heading home. Earlier, in the victim's home, the victim's daughter had cried in agony while her husband remained expressionless. Heping thought about it, hoping to find the killer soon.

The car soon arrived at Heping's home, located in a quieter residential area of Shunyi. The building was 15 years old, with seven floors, and Heping's family lived on the third floor in a three-bedroom apartment. He got out of the car, closed the door, and told the young detective, "Tomorrow will be a heavy day. You should rest well." The young detective straightened his back, smiled, and replied, "I will, senior, and you should get a good night's sleep too." Heping noticed a bitter taste in his mouth and said, "I won't be able to sleep tonight." He turned and walked toward his building. Lee Emma started the car, turning left by 90 degrees, and drove out of the neighborhood.

At home, Heping's pet Teddy dog happily barked, not leaving his side. His wife, Amara Nora, came out of the kitchen and said, "Why are you so late? What happened?" Heping gently replied, "Nothing. Has our daughter come back yet?" Before Amara Nora could answer, the sound of noodles boiling over was heard, and she hurried back to the kitchen, added a little water to the pot, and turned the heat down.

Amara Nora worked as a psychiatrist at Shunyi Hospital. She was very perceptive about people, including her husband and daughter, and this was her greatest success. Psychiatry was the last medical specialty to be established in China because its symptoms were harder to identify. The first case of mental illness in China was diagnosed around 1950.
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Chapter 1.2 - The Beautiful Daughter of the Deceased
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After lighting a Panda brand cigarette, the room filled with a strong smell of dry leaves and tar. Clayton Aidan, with his right foot propped up, held the police interview records in one hand. His eyes focused intently on each person's statement, while his mind raced through quick analyses.

The police questions were:

	Did you see any suspicious people?

	What was your relationship with the deceased?

	What do you think of the deceased?


The neighbor across the door, a woman in her 40s, said, "I didn't notice anyone suspicious. I had just gotten off work and saw all these people, only then did I know someone had died. I'm usually busy with work and didn't have much contact with the deceased. Even if someone gossiped about her, I'm not sure if it's true."

A friend who used to play cards with the deceased said, "No, we weren't close, just played cards together. She was very fond of taking advantage of small opportunities and liked to show off."

A former coworker added, "We knew each other a long time ago, but we hardly kept in touch. She was always scheming, and after her second marriage, she quit her job. She lied saying she married a rich man, but he was just an ordinary person. She was a big bragger."

A village committee member said, "She wasn't originally from our village. She moved here after marrying the fifth man. I remember she had a fight with a neighbor, caused a scene, and sat down refusing to get up."

The neighbor behind said, "I didn't see anyone suspicious. Although I fought with her before, I don't hold a grudge. Please find the killer quickly. Wasn't it a robbery? I'm really worried, I can't even go out after dark."

The owner of the nearby small supermarket shared, "We got along well; we're both from Hebei. She really spoiled her daughter. Her previous husband was useless and often hit her. Later, she said that scoundrel went to prison."

After reading through the statements, Clayton Aidan paused for a moment. Just then, the door opened, and Lee Emma entered holding an A4 sheet. "The autopsy report is in," he said. Clayton Aidan set down the records and took the report, reading it carefully: the time of death was between 3 and 4 o'clock, the killer was estimated to be a man or woman weighing between 45 to 60 kilograms. There were no special contents in the stomach, and the cause of death was excessive blood loss leading to heart failure. After reading, Clayton Aidan stared at Lee Emma and asked, "What do you think?"

Lee Emma scratched the back of his head and said cautiously, "I think it was a premeditated murder. After reading the statements, it seems the deceased might have offended someone without even realizing it, and in the end, was killed."

Clayton Aidan nodded. "Looks like you've made progress. Let's go; I want to hear what the family has to say."

Lee Emma agreed, "I'll drive."

The police car stopped outside the deceased's house again. By now, there were no onlookers. They considered it unlucky. Lee Emma went ahead and knocked on the door. The sound was enough for those inside to hear clearly, but it took a while before hurried footsteps approached the door. The door opened, revealing the deceased's daughter, Meng Lyla. Compared to before, her complexion was worse.

"Hello, please come in," she said softly, her eyes revealing a sense of calm, not afraid of what was happening. Following her inside, Clayton Aidan glanced around the courtyard. The main house was connected to two side rooms, separated by a one-meter-high wall. The main door was on the left side of one of the side rooms, a design common in many family homes today. The front yard faced the main house of the neighbor across the way. The yard was almost completely enclosed, with a dog kennel at the back of the neighbor's house. Lee Emma also observed the surroundings and took a few photos.

Inside, Meng Lyla brewed two cups of tea and placed them on the coffee table, signaling it was for the two detectives. Clayton Aidan tapped his cup and asked, "Where's your father?"

Meng Lyla responded, "I don't know!" The implication in her words was clear.

Clayton Aidan and Lee Emma exchanged glances. Clayton Aidan asked, "Has he gone out? Didn't he tell you?"

Meng Lyla shifted her left foot slightly and replied, "No, I've been sleeping in my room."

Clayton Aidan looked toward the deceased's room and asked, "Where did your father sleep yesterday?"

Meng Lyla looked up and said, "In the right side room. After cleaning the room where my mother died, he locked the door."

Lee Emma wanted to ask another question, "How's your relationship with your stepfather?"

Meng Lyla seemed reluctant to answer. Her facial expression showed irritation. Clayton Aidan noticed her unwillingness and changed the topic. "Are you in college?"

Meng Lyla nodded, "I'm in my second year."

Lee Emma, still bothered by his previous question, stood up and noticed a photo frame on the wall. He asked, "Why isn't there a picture of your stepfather?"

Meng Lyla turned her head and replied, "He never had his photo taken; it was always me and my mother in the pictures."

Lee Emma asked again, "Did your mother and stepfather get along well?"

Meng Lyla looked irritated and replied, "You can ask my mother about that!"

Lee Emma couldn't help but laugh, but Meng Lyla didn't seem offended. Instead, there was a hint of unseen pain on her face.

"I'm sorry," Lee Emma apologized, feeling he had overstepped.

Clayton Aidan felt suffocated and took a sip of tea. "When was your mother's body cremated?"

Meng Lyla stood up. "I forgot to call my friend. We had plans to go shopping, but this unfortunate thing happened instead."

She walked into a room, and Clayton Aidan and Lee Emma heard her talking on the phone. "I can't go today. My mother is sick." After a short pause, she said, "Goodbye."

When she returned to the living room, Meng Lyla didn't offer an explanation for her earlier lie. Clayton Aidan didn't bring it up and asked, "Do you know if your mother had any enemies?"

Meng Lyla thought for a moment and replied, "She had conflicts with many people. Who exactly, I have no clue."

Lee Emma was intrigued by this and asked, "Did she argue with many people?"

Meng Lyla muttered, "She often argued with others. That was just how she was."

Clayton Aidan swallowed some tea and said, "Can you call your stepfather? We'd like to talk to him."

Meng Lyla blinked her eyes and reluctantly said, "Alright." She pulled out the phone she had just taken from the room and quickly dialed a number. "Where are you right now?"

The voice on the other end was faint, and Clayton Aidan and Lee Emma strained their ears but couldn't hear anything. After a few "hmms," Meng Lyla hung up the phone and said, "He's busy today and won't be back until late. If you want to wait, feel free."

Lee Emma suspected the relationship between Meng Lyla and her stepfather wasn't good. He glanced at Clayton Aidan before continuing to ask, "What do you usually call your stepfather?"

Meng Lyla stared at Lee Emma, saying, "What does that have to do with my mother's death?"

Lee Emma awkwardly smiled, and Clayton Aidan took over the questioning. "This is part of the procedure. Please answer."

Meng Lyla sighed and said, "Uncle."

Clayton Aidan then asked, "Did your mother ever ask you to call him something else?"

Meng Lyla stood up awkwardly and said, "No."

She walked toward the room, and Clayton Aidan and Lee Emma could hear her crying from inside. Clayton Aidan, realizing there was nothing else to learn, turned to Lee Emma and said, "Let's come back tomorrow."

Lee Emma nodded, stood up, and opened the living room door. Clayton Aidan didn't leave immediately but lightly knocked on Meng Lyla's room door. "We'll come back tomorrow. Please tell your stepfather."

Inside, there was only crying. Clayton Aidan made a gesture and left with Lee Emma.

In the car, Lee Emma asked seriously, "Senior, what do you think of the deceased's daughter?"

Clayton Aidan couldn't help but light another cigarette. He recalled Meng Lyla's every word and action, saying, "There doesn't seem to be anything wrong, but then again, something doesn't feel right. It's like walking into a maze, relying on my sixth sense."

Lee Emma was also confused by the deceased's daughter and shared his thoughts.

Clayton Aidan opened the window and said, "Let's turn off the air conditioning. The wind outside feels pretty good."

Lee Emma turned off the air conditioning and also opened the window on his side.

Back at the station, a phone call cleared things up. It was a message from the forensic doctor. After the call, Lee Emma excitedly told Clayton Aidan, "The forensic doctor says there's a fingerprint at the scene that doesn't belong to the deceased's husband or daughter. This could be a breakthrough."

Clayton Aidan smiled with joy, saying, "That's good news."

Lee Emma's eyes gleamed, "If we can get fingerprints from everyone who had contact with the deceased, this case will soon be solved. It looks like we're close."

Clayton Aidan agreed. "Yes, gather the list of everyone who had contact with the deceased, including people from the entire village."

Lee Emma nodded eagerly. "I'll handle it right away."
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Chapter 1-3: The Victim's Ex-Husband
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The villagers were all called out by the team to collect fingerprints. Though some were unhappy, they reluctantly cooperated with the police, hoping that the danger around them would be uncovered soon. This was a village on the outskirts of Beijing, where the average income per person was around 700 RMB. Only about 8% of people owned private cars, and about 20% of the population could drive. In just over 40 years, the changes in Beijing reflected China's progress.

There were no new clues about the fruit knife. It was from the victim's home, but there were no fingerprints on it, only signs that it had been wiped.

It was another stifling noon with not a single breeze, and the dry air made breathing uncomfortable. This was the sixth time they had arrived outside the victim's house, and the knock on the door was just right. After a while, the door opened, revealing the victim's husband. Heping felt a sigh of relief; he hadn't seen the husband during his previous four visits. They were invited into the living room, where two cups of floral tea were placed on the coffee table. The victim's husband waited for the detectives to ask questions.

Heping, looking anxious, asked, "Where have you been these past few days? We thought you were avoiding us!" His eagerness made the victim's husband uneasy. The husband looked at Heping, speaking slowly, "I purposely didn't want to see you because I couldn't come to terms with it." Heping, realizing the offense in his words, immediately showed an apologetic expression and said, "I understand, but we need your help to find the murderer. You knew her best." The husband sighed and said, "I really don't know who could have done this." Heping pressed, "Think carefully. Whatever it is, you must tell us." The husband fell into a deep thought, visibly struggling. After a while, he still said nothing. Lee Emma looked at Heping, showing signs of disappointment. Heping switched tactics, asking, "From what we've learned, your wife's social circle wasn't complicated. Do you agree?" The husband nodded and said, "Yes, she hasn't worked for a long time, so her social circle was mainly people from our village." Heping asked further, "The people in the village didn't have strong opinions of her, but do you think there's anything you don't know about her?" The husband sighed and said, "No." Heping then inquired, "Who handles the money in your house?" The husband wore the same unreadable expression as always. He said, "I give her my salary, but I know what she spends it on." There was no breakthrough, so Heping continued, "What's your relationship like with your stepdaughter?" The husband's eyes stared blankly as he replied, "We don't talk much." Heping pressed on, "What do you know about her biological father?" The husband began to sweat and said, "I knew he went to prison for drug use when we first got married, but after that, I didn't know anything." Heping felt a spark of a clue and asked, "Has he tried to contact the victim or your daughter?" The husband's old face seemed to enter another phase as he replied, "I've never seen her ex-husband. I don't even know his name or what he looks like." Heping felt that there was no more to ask, so he said, "Alright, we'll stop here for today. If anything comes up, we'll be in touch." The husband nodded, and both detectives could tell that he was a very introverted man.

Back at the office, Heping and Lee Emma discussed the case. Heping said, "The only lead we have now is the victim's ex-husband. We need to find him first." Lee Emma, feeling frustrated as a newcomer to the job, said, "This is the only lead, and it's still unclear. Do you think this case will have a resolution, Senior?" Heping, slightly troubled, replied, "The victim didn't have a complicated social life, and her family isn't wealthy. There's no clear motive." Lee Emma grabbed his hair and said, "It's scary. Someone would want to kill her?" Heping nodded, "Yes, even in a farming family, something like this can happen. Maybe the conclusion will be even more surprising. We'll keep at it." Lee Emma's eyes gleamed, "We'll go all out to fight crime." Heping gave a warm smile, "I have faith in you."

On the Jingcheng Highway, Lee Emma was driving at 100 km/h towards a prison in Hebei. The victim's ex-husband had been sent to a rehabilitation center for drug addiction, and after being released, he relapsed into smoking and was imprisoned again. Upon arriving at the prison, Lee Emma discovered that the victim's ex-husband had been released the day before the victim's murder.

At the prison, Lee Emma asked the prison guard about the ex-husband. "How was he feeling the day he was released?" The guard recalled, "He was happy, saying he could go back to see his daughter." Lee Emma took note of this and continued, "How did he behave in prison?" The guard responded, "When he first arrived, he had just come from rehab, so we were paying close attention to him. He was very irritable and often fought with the other inmates, but he always got beaten." Lee Emma asked, "Has he completely kicked the habit?" The guard replied, "Physically, yes. But if he hasn't fully quit mentally, he could relapse, especially without family support." Lee Emma thought for a moment before asking, "Did he say he was going to find his daughter?" The guard remembered, "I asked him where he was going, and he said he missed his daughter but didn't know where she was. He asked me to help, but I refused." Lee Emma jotted this down and then asked, "Did he say anything else?" The guard shook his head, "No." Lee Emma wondered if he had missed anything and then said, "If anything else comes up, we may need your help." The guard smiled and offered, "No problem. Would you like to stay and have a meal?" Lee Emma stood up, saying, "No, I'll head back. Thanks." The guard escorted him to the door and watched him leave.

Back in Beijing, it was already evening. Lee Emma returned home, planning to analyze the case with Heping the next day. Heping and Lee Emma had spoken on the phone before heading home. At home, his wife had finished preparing dinner. As they sat down at the table, their daughter arrived. Heping's daughter was a police academy student, and she shared the same ambitions as her father. After washing her hands, she sat down and said to her mother, "You've worked hard. Dad should say the same!" Heping smiled, "I already did, didn't I? Wife?" Amara Nora said happily, "Yes, you've worked hard all day. You should come home early to help mom." Their daughter stuck out her tongue and said, "I'm busy. It's tough being a future police officer. Dad, what case are you working on lately?" Heping looked at her kindly, "Don't talk about this during dinner." She inhaled deeply and asked, "Someone died, didn't they?" Amara Nora quickly said, "We're eating! You two stop now." Their daughter pouted but said, "Fine, for the sake of our appetite." Heping patted her head.

As Amara Nora cleared the table, their daughter leaned towards Heping and asked, "Dad, tell me about the case you're working on." Heping became interested and explained the case. Their daughter shook her head and said, "The victim's daughter is so pitiful. Her stepfather is very suspicious. Haven't you investigated him thoroughly?" Heping stared at her and asked, "Why do you suspect the victim's husband?" She replied, "First, their relationship wasn't good. If the closest person dies, wouldn't that cause pain? Second, his attitude is very suspicious. It's as if he's hiding something. Otherwise, why would he seem so numb?" Heping squeezed her arm gently and asked, "If he's the murderer, wouldn't he try to cover it up by crying? His attitude towards the victim's death needs more investigation." Their daughter nodded, asking, "Any other leads?" Heping smiled lightly and replied, "There's a fingerprint at the scene that doesn't belong to anyone in the family. It doesn't match any villagers either. We suspect it's the victim's ex-husband." Her eyes brightened, "Does he have a motive?" Heping said, "He does, but looking at the victim's death scene, it doesn't seem like it. There was no struggle—it seems like a planned murder." She shook her head, "Dad, it's up to you now." Heping sighed, "This is tough."

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The
Blood-Red
Door

Coy U





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





