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Chapter 1: The Death of the Professor

[image: image]


"This is definitely suspicious," Bai Letian muttered under his breath.

The death report of Professor Feng Zhiyu lay on the long coffee table in front of him.

As Feng's student and assistant, Bai Letian knew his condition well—full of vitality, in excellent health, walked with energy, and almost never got sick.

According to the doctors, men in their sixties, due to work stress and the natural aging process, have a high risk of myocardial infarction. This condition doesn't necessarily correlate with apparent physical strength.

Still, this incident was bound to make headlines and stir public opinion. Professor Feng Zhiyu was a world-renowned meteorologist with significant contributions to climate change research. His passing was a tremendous loss to the field of meteorology.

Bai Letian let out a long sigh, leaned back on the sofa, pressed his thick lips together, and stared at the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling, lost in thought.

Bai Letian was of average build, slightly thin, with pale gray eyes that lacked focus. His expression was somber, and his skin had a tinge of brown, oddly mismatched with his surname, which suggested brightness and optimism. His sharp nose gave him a shrewd and capable appearance.

Back in university, he had often heard lecturers speak of Professor Feng with admiration. Feng was a celebrity in meteorological circles, leading the field with groundbreaking research and international influence. Many aspiring meteorologists dreamed of studying under him.

Bai Letian was undoubtedly fortunate—among countless applicants, Feng had chosen his résumé. Over the past three years, with the professor's guidance and support, Bai had made great strides, achieving notable academic results and becoming a standout in the field.

Professor Feng was widely read and deeply knowledgeable across many disciplines, especially in global climate change. He wasn't just a leading scientist in China but also a special advisor to the United Nations Meteorological Organization. He was scheduled to attend the upcoming Global Climate Change Forum in Copenhagen to present his latest findings.

Bai Letian still remembered clearly: three years ago, when he first reported to Professor Feng, the professor was standing by the east wall of his office, holding a magnifying glass up to a massive satellite map, carefully searching for a place called "Laika Valley." His meticulousness resembled that of an earnest schoolchild, completely at odds with the image of a prestigious academic.

Feng Sheng came into the living room carrying a cup of hot coffee and placed it on the table in front of Bai Letian before heading back into the kitchen.

Feng Sheng was Professor Feng's housekeeper. He now looked deeply distressed. His graying hair hung messily over his forehead, and his long brown face had taken on a pale, mournful tone.

Three years ago, when Professor Feng came to China as a senior visiting scholar from Germany, Feng Sheng followed. It was said he was a Nepalese of Asian descent. The professor treated him like family and gave him the Chinese name Feng Sheng. Quiet and efficient, he managed all the household chores with precision. Loyal and single-minded, he had earned Professor Feng's highest praise.

Every time Bai Letian saw him, Feng Sheng was working, seemingly without rest. Even when reminded to take a break, he would only smile and carry on.

Clearly, the professor's sudden death had hit him hard.

"Why don't you sit down and take a break?" Bai Letian patted the sofa and looked toward the kitchen. Feng Sheng was turning to leave, sadness heavy in his eyes.

"Mm." Feng Sheng walked over with the coffee pot, poured Bai Letian a fresh cup, then sat across from him and let out a soft sigh.

"Try to stay strong. This too shall pass."

"Yes... I'll adjust, slowly. But right now..." He didn't finish. A tear slid down his cheek. He reached for a tissue and wiped it away.

"What are your plans now?" Bai Letian asked, then immediately regretted how abrupt it sounded.

"What can I do?" Feng Sheng put the tissue down, his lips quivering slightly. He closed his eyes. "The master is gone."

"You could stay on, maybe—"

"There's no need," Feng Sheng interrupted gently. "This happened so suddenly... I think it's time for a change."

"I'm heartbroken, too. Over the past three years, the professor treated me like family. He was the best mentor I ever had," Bai Letian said with genuine sorrow.

"Oh, Lord... why would you do this to such a kind soul?"

"If it weren't for this accident, Professor Feng would be presenting his latest research in Copenhagen in just a few days. What a shame. It's a tremendous loss to climate science," Bai said, shaking his head.

"Yes, such a shame," Feng Sheng agreed, lifting his head. "And his research might be lost forever now."

"Some of it should be passed on to his family, at least."

"Family?" Feng Sheng sniffled and rubbed his chin. "Did he really have any? He never mentioned them."

"We'll have to try. I've already followed the university's instructions and emailed the address listed in his file—his home in Bavaria, Germany."

"Let's hope for a good outcome. A kind man deserves peace," Feng Sheng said quietly, then pointed to Bai's coffee cup, suggesting he drink it while it was hot.

He added, "The study still needs tidying. Please rest for a while, Dr. Bai. I'll go upstairs." With that, he stood and headed toward the stairs, soon vanishing from Bai Letian's view.

At that moment, the clock struck ten. The living room fell silent, and Bai could hear nothing but his own breathing.

Suddenly, the double doors of the living room were flung open. A tall man burst in, sweating profusely and panting heavily.
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Chapter 2: The Unexpected Visitor
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"Sorry for barging in uninvited."

The man who rushed in was Officer Salome Liu. He wore a light blue casual outfit, his thick eyebrows sharp as blades. His eyes were large, but dark circles shadowed them—probably from long nights on duty—making him look like a panda. He wiped the sweat off his face and turned to close the door behind him.

Salome Liu walked into the living room and over to the sofa where Bai Letian was seated, greeting him with a friendly smile. Then he removed his glasses and began wiping the fog from the lenses with a soft cloth.

Though Bai Letian had known Officer Liu for quite some time, they rarely interacted due to their differing fields of work. Salome Liu was a graduate of the Police Academy, specializing in criminal investigations. He carried himself with a hint of arrogance and was known for voicing bold, unconventional theories that often drew chuckles from his colleagues. A typical man of Han Dong Province, he stood well over 1.8 meters tall, with a solid, muscular build and a proud, upright gait. His fair face featured a high nose bridge and a smile that softened his features, making him seem more approachable than the usual stern-faced officer.

Seeing Bai Letian alone in the living room, Liu teased, "Just you? Where's that whirlwind of a housekeeper, Feng Sheng?"

"He's busy—sorting things out in the study," Bai replied. "What brings you here today, Officer Liu?"

"Just passing by and thought I'd stop in. And... after such a tragedy, I wanted to check in. I'm really sorry for your loss."

Just then, heavy footsteps echoed from the staircase. Feng Sheng was coming down, holding a few books in his hands, his expression solemn.

Spotting Salome Liu in uniform, Feng Sheng hesitated for a moment, then continued descending.

"Hello, Mr. Feng. I'm Salome Liu," the officer said with a polite smile, extending his hand.

"Hello, Officer Liu," Feng Sheng replied, quickening his pace to place the books on the coffee table before offering a brief handshake. "Would you like a cup of coffee?"

Without waiting for a response, he slipped past Liu and headed to the kitchen.

Salome Liu raised a hand to decline, calling out "Ah—" but Feng Sheng had already disappeared behind the kitchen door.

Within minutes, the hiss of boiling coffee came from the kitchen. Feng Sheng returned, face still unreadable, and poured a steaming cup of coffee for Liu before sitting across from him, hands resting flat on his knees, his expression grim.

Liu stirred the coffee. Soon, the room filled with its rich aroma.

"This is hard for all of us. I hope you'll take care of yourself," Liu said, leaning forward slightly, his eyes filled with sympathy.

"I will," Feng Sheng replied, biting his lip. His chest rose and fell with each heavy breath, clearly still struggling to keep his emotions in check.

Liu glanced up at the chandelier, then asked quietly, "You've been with Professor Feng for quite some time, haven't you?"

"Five years."

"Do you have any family?"

"No. But thank you for asking, Officer Liu," Feng Sheng said, his stirring hand trembling slightly—perhaps because Liu had touched on something rarely discussed.

"Don't mind me—just curious."

"I have no relatives. Professor Feng was my only family." His voice cracked slightly, and his eyes turned red.

Bai Letian glanced at Salome Liu, his expression tinged with reproach.

Unaware, Liu continued, "How was the professor's health recently?"

"He had asthma in the past, but it hadn't acted up in a while."

"Sometimes asthma can trigger heart issues."

"You mean his heart attack could've been caused by asthma?" Bai asked.

"It's just a personal guess. The medical diagnosis should be definitive," Liu replied, then added, "Where did the incident happen, exactly?"

"Upstairs. In his study," Bai said.

"May I take a look?"

"Of course," Feng Sheng answered.

Liu followed the two men up the brown wooden staircase to the second-floor study.

To the left of the entrance was a coat rack, with a gray high-collared coat hanging from it. A deep red desk stood against the north wall, holding a gray pen holder and a teal ceramic mug. Behind it sat a tall-backed redwood chair. A wall of bookshelves lined the eastern wall, packed neatly with books of various colors and sizes.

Clearly, the space had already been tidied—perhaps unintentionally. It was understandable. Still, from Liu's perspective, the room now held no investigative value.

The trio returned to the living room downstairs and resumed their seats on the sofa.

Liu casually picked up a report from the coffee table—the same ones Feng Sheng had brought down earlier.

"These look pretty technical. I can't make heads or tails of them," Liu said, glancing at Feng Sheng.

"Neither can I," Feng Sheng sighed. "Just seeing them makes me feel like he's still here. Think of them as keepsakes."

"Has anyone visited the professor recently? Any... unusual guests?"

"Unusual?" Bai Letian and Feng Sheng echoed in unison.

"Just asking. A man of his stature surely had plenty of international friends, right?"

"No one's come by the house."

"And the people he met through work were all colleagues—nothing unusual," Bai said with a sidelong glance.

"Mm. The professor's death is a major loss to our meteorological community," Liu murmured, rubbing the back of his head. "Still, heart attacks are common. Given his age and asthma history, it's not surprising."

"You have a point... but I still find it hard to accept," Feng Sheng said quietly.

Liu raised his cup and took a long sip, then leaned back into the sofa and turned to Bai Letian. "You live in the Roman Holiday community near the Atmospheric Institute, right? Mind giving me a lift?"

"Of course. I was just about to head back."

After saying their goodbyes to Feng Sheng, the two walked through the villa courtyard, following a stone path toward the parking lot.

Bai's silver-gray Geely SUV waited quietly in a corner. Next to it sat a nearly-new police vehicle—white with blue lettering, a damaged fender, and red-and-blue lights mounted on top.

Bai unlocked his car and got in. But Liu didn't follow. Instead, he bent down at the window, his expression grave.

"Professor Feng's body is missing."

"What?!" Bai Letian's heart plummeted like a stone. His eyes widened in disbelief, and all color drained from his face. His mouth opened into a perfect O.
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Chapter 3: Mysterious Circumstances
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"How is that even possible?"

"It really is baffling," Salome Liu said. "Earlier today, when the doctor went to the morgue to verify the body, he discovered by accident that Professor Feng's body was missing. It had been replaced with a plastic mannequin. Can you imagine anything stranger than that?"

"Have you found the body?"

"Of course not. Not this fast. The Municipal Public Security Bureau is treating this as a high-priority case. It's been classified as the '3.20 Major Incident.' How could a body just disappear from a morgue? I'm even starting to question whether the professor's death was natural at all."

"You suspect me?"

"Not in the slightest." Salome Liu fixed his gaze on Bai Letian. "We've looked into your background—it's clean as a whistle. That's precisely why I'm telling you this. The case is extremely sensitive. If word gets out, it could spark an international outcry. We've been ordered to keep it strictly confidential."

"I understand," Bai Letian replied. "I had a strange feeling about the professor's sudden death too."

"Any particular reason?"

"Just... a gut feeling."

"Intuition is one thing, but solving a case requires hard evidence," Liu said with a chuckle. "I heard the professor called you right before his episode. Can you walk me through what happened?"

"The night before last—March 18, around 10:25 PM—I was working on a research report when my phone suddenly rang. I saw it was Professor Feng and picked up right away."

"What did he say?"

"He said, 'My chest hurts. I can't stand it. My limbs are numb. I can't move.' His voice was broken, weak. I could hear him gasping for breath. He sounded like he was in tremendous pain. Then I heard a loud crash—probably the sound of him falling from his chair. After that, there was nothing but silence."

"That's all?"

"That's everything I remember."

"Try to think carefully. Don't miss any details—this could be crucial."

"After the call ended, I immediately dialed 120 and asked for an emergency response team to go to his home."

Salome Liu tilted his head toward the night sky, reflecting for a moment. "Did you ever wonder why the professor called you instead of his housekeeper? That's not typical behavior."

"Maybe he did call Feng Sheng, but the call wasn't picked up. You can check his call records to be sure."

"I will," Liu nodded. "When did you arrive at the professor's house?"

"Probably around 10:30 PM. As soon as I ended the call, I ran downstairs, jumped in my car, and sped over. It took just over ten minutes."

"What was Feng Sheng doing when you got there?"

"When I got to the upstairs study, the doctor was already on the floor performing chest compressions and CPR. Feng Sheng stood nearby, wringing his hands, visibly distraught and on the verge of tears."

"And then?"

"About ten minutes later, the doctor stopped the resuscitation attempts. They placed the professor on a stretcher and took him to the ambulance."

"You both went with him?"

"Yes, we both rode in the ambulance to the hospital."

"Describe what happened there."

"We waited outside the emergency room, pacing and praying. About thirty minutes later, a doctor came out and broke the news—despite their efforts, they couldn't save him."

"And Feng Sheng's reaction?"

"He was devastated. He ended up signing the official death report himself."

"You suspect him?"

Liu didn't answer directly. Instead, he continued, "I looked into Feng Sheng's background. He came with Professor Feng from Germany. No recorded personal history. No family. The simpler the file, the more suspicious it feels."

"If the body is missing, shouldn't the focus be on tracking down who stole it instead of doubting Feng Sheng?"

"Don't worry. We are investigating that. But I believe this case isn't so simple. There are layers here—hidden truths, perhaps. If Feng Sheng is involved, tracing his actions could unravel both the mystery of the professor's death and the body's disappearance. I'm starting from the cause, not the result. Makes sense, doesn't it?"

"Or maybe you're overthinking it," Bai Letian countered. "Couldn't it just be a prank? Maybe someone wanted to make a splash, steal the body for shock value. Or maybe it's a ransom scheme."

Salome Liu patted his shoulder. "You might be right. I'm not ruling anything out. But we need evidence, Dr. Bai—hard proof." With that, he stepped around Bai's Geely, opened the police car door, and climbed inside. He inserted the key and started the engine.

The red-and-blue lights flashed. The vehicle roared to life and disappeared into the night.

Bai Letian sat silently in his car, caught between grief and disbelief, completely at a loss.

"Who would steal Professor Feng's body... and why?"
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Chapter 4: A Tangled Mess
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From the northern end of Guhuai Road, a car sped toward the Roman Holiday Community—where Bai Letian's bachelor apartment was located.

Passing through the entry gate's boom barrier, Bai Letian turned the steering wheel and drove along the freshly paved asphalt road into the long underground garage. He backed into his parking spot, turned off the engine, stepped out, and, after hearing the familiar beep, tucked the key into his pocket and walked across the green-painted floor toward the elevator.

When he reached his floor, he pulled out his keys and inserted them into the lock, turning a few times. But instead of opening the door, he simply stood there in the entryway.

Through the corridor window, he stared at the foggy night sky—misty and murky, just like his current state of mind.

Several minutes passed. Then he pulled out the key, opened the security door, stepped into the apartment, turned on the light, and stood motionless in the entryway, as if still lost in a dream.

He changed into slippers, entered the bedroom, turned on the bedside lamp, stripped off his clothes, and stepped into the shower. Warm water gushed from the showerhead, streaming over his entire body.

He didn't know how long he stood there. Only when the hot water ran cool did he reach for a towel, dry off, change into clean underwear and pajamas, and then walk into the kitchen. He opened the upper compartment of the fridge and pulled out two chilled cans of Tsingtao beer.

At the window, he drew back the light blue curtain, opened the glass pane, and let the night breeze caress his face. He took a long gulp of beer, then crushed the can in one hand and hurled it into the trash.

Who in the world would steal the professor's body? And why? Was it just a prank or an attempt to cause a sensation?

It didn't feel that simple.

And why had Officer Liu been so focused on Feng Sheng instead of tracking down the missing corpse? Did Feng Sheng slip up somehow?

These questions stirred a new wave of doubt. Bai Letian began revisiting his memories, frame by frame, hoping to uncover anything suspicious.

"The first time I went to Professor Feng's home, Feng Sheng was mowing the lawn. When he looked up, his long brown face was expressionless—cold even. There was none of the warmth you'd expect from a housekeeper. He spoke slowly, haltingly, like someone uncomfortable with Chinese—probably not his native language."

"Once, I went upstairs to retrieve some documents and found him in the study, flipping through Professor Feng's materials. He was completely absorbed. When he saw me, he looked startled—visibly uneasy. He claimed he'd just been cleaning and happened to see the papers in disarray, so he glanced through them. Now that I think about it, his reaction was odd. He often claimed he was poorly educated and never touched academic materials. Still, these are only doubts—not enough to prove he had anything to do with the professor's death."

As Bai Letian stood by the window, watching the first light of dawn creep into the eastern sky, Officer Salome Liu was already rushing toward the city's Criminal Investigation Unit under the early spring sun.

By the time he stepped into the municipal police compound, the first rays of sunlight had landed squarely on his face—and angry shouting could be heard from the third-floor meeting room.

Adjusting his uniform, Liu hurried across the first-floor lobby, not even pausing to greet Old Zhang as they passed. He raced up the stairs toward the third floor.

He gently pushed open the dark wooden door to the conference room. Inside, it was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

On either side of a long rectangular table sat Captain Darcy Wang and Forensics Officer Liu, facing off with tense expressions.

Captain Wang was built like a tank—your typical northern brute. His graying hair receded noticeably, and his large hands trembled slightly on the table. His long face was flushed red, and his eyes bulged with barely contained rage.

"They stole a body out of the morgue without leaving a single trace? What is the suspect—some kind of ghost? Or did your team just botch the scene inspection?" he thundered.

Liu looked embarrassed. "We sealed off the site yesterday. We'll go over it again today—maybe we missed something the first time."

Darcy Wang turned and saw Salome Liu standing at the door. His anger flared again. "I told you to pull the hospital surveillance. Where the hell were you?"

"I went to Professor Feng's home. I found something new—"

Before he could finish, Wang slapped the table. "Did you find the body? No? Then I don't care! Our top priority is the corpse. Find that, and we'll find the suspect. That's how we solve this case. My approach is to locate the body first, then determine the cause of death. Just because you graduated from a police academy doesn't mean you get to play by your own rules. Follow orders. Understood? And stop acting smart!"

He added, "Stick to the plan. Keep investigating. If necessary, bring in the medical examiners. Report any developments to me immediately."

With that, Wang leaned back in his chair, his cow-like eyes staring at the ceiling, lips pressed together, his long face now stretched even longer in frustration.

Knowing the meeting was over, Salome Liu and Liu stood up, exchanged glances, gathered their folders, and quietly exited the room.

"Let's start over," Liu said as they walked. "This case is too big to get wrong, and the captain's right—we need to follow procedure."

"I was trying to find a shortcut," Liu muttered. "Thought I had something promising... but let's hold off for now. We need to confirm things step by step."

As they reached the courtyard, Liu slapped his forehead. "Damn, my car's out of commission. Mind giving me a ride?"

"Come on, no need to be polite. I'm glad for the company. The captain just chewed me out—I could use the venting."

Liu jogged to the rear of a police vehicle, pulled a silver rectangular toolbox from the trunk, and headed toward Salome Liu's car.

Once he was seated in the passenger seat, Liu started the engine, shifted gears, and pulled out of the lot.

Their destination: the Municipal Affiliated Hospital.
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Chapter 5: A Trace of Suspicion
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After exiting the police compound, the cruiser made a swift right turn onto the four-lane Pipa Mountain Road and continued straight ahead.

At the next intersection, traffic was snarled—the traffic lights were out. A traffic officer was blowing his whistle furiously, waving his arms to direct both vehicles and pedestrians. His face glistened with sweat, and despite his efforts, the situation remained chaotic. Salome Liu rolled down his window, gave the officer a sympathetic wave, and continued on.

Once they broke free of the jam, they turned left onto the narrower Canal Road, where bicycles mingled with cars. Street vendors pushed carts selling oranges, parents picking up children honked impatiently and cursed under their breath. Liu's police car forced its way through the chaos, its piercing siren carving a path through the congestion like a blade. The Affiliated Hospital was now in sight—the white sign high on the 20-story building clearly visible.

They passed through the hospital gate and drove along a freshly painted road before turning left and spotting the "Underground Parking" sign. They descended the ramp into the dimly lit basement. Liu switched on the headlights, guiding the vehicle down the circular path toward the B2 level.

Even on B2, the lot was packed. After a long search, they finally parked beside the boiler room. The two officers jumped out, grabbed their gear, and jogged toward the elevator following floor markings.

The elevator lobby was spacious—roughly eighty square meters—with gray anti-slip tiles underfoot. The two men stood silently in the center, facing the elevator doors, exchanging a tired glance but no words as they watched the glowing floor indicator.

The air was stifling, like a sealed steamer, heavy and irritating.

When the "-2" light lit up, the elevator doors slowly opened, revealing a short, plump woman in a pale blue uniform. Her tight outfit strained at the seams, with fleshy arms exposed and a carrot-shaped, ruddy nose above her round, sleepy face. Her dull eyes drifted past them toward the distant parked cars.

"Elevator going up. Please mind your step. What floors?" she said mechanically, her voice flat and dry, devoid of emotion.

"Negative one and four," Salome Liu replied.

She gave them a quick look, lazily pressed the buttons, then propped the door open with her hand until it closed behind them.

At B1, Liu darted out like a rabbit, waving his hand behind him as a casual goodbye.

By the time Liu reached the first floor, a wave of people surged into the elevator. The plump attendant barked, "Full! Wait for the next one!" then gave a tired snort and shut the doors.

Liu was squished so tightly against the wall he felt like a gecko plastered to the panel. He could only look straight up and breathe quietly.

When the elevator reached the fourth floor, he was practically ejected like a pinball, landing in the hallway, soaked in sweat. He wiped his forehead and headed straight for the surveillance room.

At the end of the hallway was a reinforced door labeled "Surveillance Room." Liu knocked, then stepped inside. The room was larger than expected, with an entire wall—roughly forty square meters—covered by embedded display monitors. Beneath it was a row of white desks holding multiple computer terminals. Several rotating chairs sat lined up behind them. One technician, hunched over in a light blue uniform, rested his chin in his hand and stared intently at a screen, oblivious to Liu's entrance.

Liu bent down, tapped his shoulder gently, then pulled out his badge and held it up.

Startled, the man nearly bumped into the badge. "Police?"

"Apologies. I'm Salome Liu, investigating the disappearance of Professor Feng's body. I'm here to review surveillance footage."

"Perfect timing, Officer Liu. I'm Sibyl Wei, the surveillance technician. I've been going through the recordings—haven't found anything showing the body going missing. Did it fly out on its own?"

"That's impossible. Are you sure your equipment didn't malfunction?"

"No, everything's in perfect working order. We check the system regularly. It's fully compliant."

"When was the disappearance discovered?" Liu asked, pulling up a chair beside him.

"Yesterday at 3:10 PM. Dr. Zhang was doing a routine check of the morgue when he found that Professor Feng's body had been replaced with a plastic mannequin."

"By accident?"

"Yeah. I mean, who in their right mind would expect something like that? No one even paid attention at first."

"But the report didn't come in until that evening. Why the delay?"

"At first, no one believed it. They thought the beds had been mixed up. So they scrambled around with the records for a while. Only after they confirmed it did they report it through official channels. When the report was filed—that was a leadership decision. Us underlings had no say."

"Understood. The most important thing now is to pinpoint the exact time the body disappeared."

"Exactly what I was working on. But there's so much footage—I've been fast-forwarding through it. Haven't finished yet."

"Let's split the work. I'll take Day 1, you handle Day 2, and we'll review Day 3 together afterward," Liu suggested.

"Great plan." Wei nodded.

He opened the footage for Day 1 on another terminal, clicked play, and turned back to examine Day 2's recordings.

Liu played the footage at 10x speed. Nothing unusual. He slowed it to 5x—still nothing. After thinking it through, he figured the theft probably happened late at night, during the graveyard shift when guards were most likely to nod off. He reset the playback to start at midnight, at 3x speed.

Sure enough, around 2:00 AM, two figures briefly appeared in the frame before vanishing.

Liu immediately rewound the footage, slowed it down further, and stared intently at the screen, holding his breath.

"We've got something! Come here—now!" Liu called out excitedly.
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Chapter 6: Midnight Phantom
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Sibyl Wei turned his head, eyes locked on the screen, his face full of shock.

On the monitor—

At exactly 2:00 a.m., two women suddenly appeared on screen. They were dressed in white nurse uniforms, with matching nurse caps perched on their heads. Their hair was partially visible beneath the caps, and most of their faces were obscured by masks. They were strikingly built—broad-shouldered, full-chested, and with thick, muscular legs that gave them a distinctly imposing presence. Pushing a hospital gurney, they moved at an astonishing pace. From the elevator to the morgue, it took them only about ten seconds.

With a sharp click, the electronic lock on the morgue door disengaged. The woman in front pushed it open. Within five seconds, the gurney rolled back out, the morgue door slamming shut behind them. The two figures swept past the camera in a flash—gone in an instant.

"That's them, that's them! Ha!" Sibyl Wei slapped the desk with a triumphant smack.

"Quick, pull up the footage from the elevator or B2 garage cameras!" Salome Liu urged.

"Got it. One second," Wei replied, fingers flying across the keyboard.

The elevator camera captured everything—after leaving the elevator, the two women rushed into the underground parking lot and made a beeline for a vehicle. It was a brownish-yellow minibus with no license plates. The rear door was already open, and a wooden plank had been set up like a ramp. Within seconds, the gurney was loaded into the vehicle. The two women shut the back door, jumped into the cab, slammed the doors shut, and sped away. The engine hadn't even been turned off—when it roared to life, the van shot forward with a loud screech, like a champagne cork popping free. The stench of burnt rubber seemed to linger in the air.

"They're the suspects. No doubt about it! Let's head down and question the garage security guard—see if he noticed anything."

"Probably not. At that hour, odds are he was asleep."

"Right. Do we have any cameras at the main gate?"

"Yes—pointed directly at the entrance."

They pulled up the footage. The van was seen vanishing down the road leading toward Shiquan Mountain.

Shiquan Mountain, located on the eastern outskirts of the city, bordered the city of Antai. It was an open national forest park, thick with vegetation, serene and scenic, named for the spring that cascaded down its slope in a gentle stream.

"Copy everything to this," Salome Liu said, tossing a portable hard drive onto the desk.

Just then, his phone rang. It was Captain Wang.

"Liu, what's the status? We just got a call from a civilian—there's an unlicensed brown minibus parked near Fenghuang Ridge on Shiquan Mountain. Get over there immediately!" Captain Wang's voice was hoarse—he sounded exhausted.

"That's great! Yes, yes! I'm already tracking that van!" Liu answered, his excitement barely containable.

"Who are you talking to? Just get to the scene! And keep it confidential—I'm heading there too."

"I think this van might be—" But before Liu could finish, the call ended.

Grabbing the hard drive, Liu bolted downstairs, rushed into the underground garage, jumped into his car, and floored the accelerator.

With lights flashing and siren blaring, he sped along the twin-lane road, rejoined Pipa Mountain Road, and turned again toward Shiquan Mountain National Forest Park.

Following Captain Wang's directions, Liu drove into a lush green valley.

The road wound narrowly, twisting and turning through towering trees. Birds chirped above, wildflowers dotted the roadside, and the air was heavy with the scent of spring.

Up ahead, on the right side of the road, several police vehicles had already gathered. Their lights flashed as officers moved about. A few curious villagers stood nearby, whispering and craning their necks to see.

Liu parked, jumped out, and approached. A blue-and-white police cordon had been set up around a brownish-yellow minibus. Its right-side wheels hung off the road's edge, causing the van to tilt slightly.

After flashing his badge, an officer at the perimeter waved him through.

The rear doors of the van were wide open. Two forensic officers were crouched in the back, wearing masks and white gloves, tools in hand, eyes fixed on the interior.

Liu peered into the vehicle from the back but didn't climb in. One of the officers was Liu from the forensics unit.

Liu opened his kit, pulled out a silver box, and extracted a brush and a vial of black powder. Tightening his latex gloves, he dusted the inside sidewalls of the van, then gently swept away the powder to reveal any latent fingerprints.

Minutes later, the two officers climbed down and began examining the front—door handles, steering wheel, seats—dusting and photographing everything. Liu jotted notes in a small notebook.

While they were busy, Salome Liu asked, "Any physical evidence? Any sign of the body?"

"Nothing! Clean as a whistle. It's infuriating." Liu let his arms fall to his sides, his face lined with disappointment as he gazed out at the distance.

Nearby officers continued to sweep the area—roadside, grass, tree bark, tires, windshield, fenders—leaving no surface unchecked. But one look at their faces revealed it all: the kind of expression worn by students who expected a perfect score and failed miserably.

A wave of discouragement crept over Salome Liu. He looked up at the sky, pensive. Then, all of a sudden, he muttered, "Why didn't I think of that earlier?"

He quickly waved goodbye to his colleagues, turned, and ran back to his car—engine roaring as he sped off into the distance.
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Chapter 7: Evidence from the Sky
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Salome Liu opened the car door, inserted the key, and started the engine. With a sharp twist of the wheel, the car spun around and headed back the way it had come.

The mountain road was winding, twisting like a snake along the slopes. Liu's eyes were fixed straight ahead through the windshield, scanning the upper roadside for surveillance cameras.

As he exited the narrow forest path and rejoined the main road, a wave of disappointment washed over him—until he spotted it.

Right near the forest park entrance, at the junction of the trail and main road, Liu suddenly caught sight of a cluster of surveillance cameras pointing toward the highway. A wave of joy surged through him. He immediately called the park management office. Thank goodness—the cameras were still operational.

Following the signage, Liu turned right and headed toward the Shiquan Mountain Administrative Office.

The road was a two-lane cement path, flanked by sweet osmanthus trees. Beyond the trees, a brook ran gently alongside, its trickling water adding to the mountain's serene charm. The deeper he went, the more picturesque the scenery became—but Liu had no time to enjoy it.

He passed through a wooded grove, crossed a small stone bridge, and after driving through a parking lot, he finally saw the sign for the administrative office.

With a tap on the gas, he pulled into the gate and parked. Clutching his briefcase, he sprinted toward the building and up to the third floor.

At the door to the surveillance room, he knocked twice. No answer. So, he pushed the door open and walked in.

The room was sparsely furnished. Below the south-facing window stood a white computer desk and a plastic chair so old the paint had begun to peel. A single monitor sat on the desk, its surface coated in dust. A middle-aged man in a gray uniform was slouched in the chair, his back to the door, head resting on the chairback, one ankle propped on the opposite knee. He was snoring lightly—clearly asleep.

Liu walked up, tapped the man on the shoulder, and held up his police badge.

Startled awake, the man rubbed his eyes and quickly booted up the computer. He grabbed the mouse and began scrolling through footage from the road junction camera.

Bingo. He found it.

March 18, 2:33 a.m.—a brown minibus sped past the camera. It had no license plate, and its headlights were dim. Only the driver could be seen in the front seat, wearing a mask and a cap. The interior view was too blurry to make out more, but judging from the vehicle's appearance, Liu felt nearly certain: this was the same van that had left the affiliated hospital.

Liu unzipped his briefcase, pulled out his external hard drive, plugged it into the computer, and copied the relevant footage.

Just as he zipped up his bag and stood to thank the man, his phone rang.

"Liu, where the hell did you run off to? I didn't see you at the scene," Captain Wang's voice barked over the line.

"Captain, I'm at the Shiquan Mountain management office—I just found new evidence. I'll head over to meet you right away!"

"Forget it. Don't come here. Just return to the CID conference room. The field investigation's finished. Director Zheng wants an update on the case. See you in the meeting room." Click. The call ended abruptly.

He's mad again. Liu grimaced. I'm probably in for another scolding.

Deputy Director Zheng was a seasoned veteran in criminal investigations, with over two decades of experience. He was sharp-minded, insightful, and well-respected for solving numerous complex cases. Always brimming with energy, Zheng was known for saying: "There are no identical fingerprints in the world, just as no two cases are ever truly alike. There are millions of ways to crack a case—but only one most efficient path. That path is the direction you choose to work toward."

This was exactly why Bai Letian admired him so much—and also why Zheng was so different from Captain Wang.

Liu jumped into the car and retraced his route toward the CID headquarters. The thought of Captain Wang's long, stern face made him increasingly uneasy with every kilometer.
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Chapter 8: Blurred Lines of Truth
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When Salome Liu entered the Criminal Investigation Division's third-floor conference room, Deputy Director Zheng was seated at the center of the long table, facing a screen mounted on the east wall. Officers from various departments sat on either side. Captain Wang was right next to Zheng, his face stiff with a forced smile. Forensics Officer Liu stood beneath the screen, using a laser pointer to highlight images as he presented his report. Liu quickly found an empty seat and sat down.

"At the Affiliated Hospital," Liu reported, "I thoroughly examined the elevator area and the morgue—particularly the elevator buttons, the morgue lock, and the rolling gurney. Unfortunately, I found no fingerprints, footprints, or any other useful trace evidence. There were no DNA samples collected either. This suggests the suspects possess a certain level of anti-investigation awareness."

"What about the elevator and underground garage?" Deputy Director Zheng asked.

"Our investigation took place two days after the incident, and since hospitals are crowded public spaces, any traces that might have been left were likely destroyed."

"At the Shiquan Mountain site, the minibus interior was similarly clean—almost as if it had been freshly sanitized," Liu continued. "The only silver lining is that we did recover a single fingerprint from the driver's cabin. It's currently being entered into the system for a match. But if it's not already in the database, it won't be of much use."

At the mention of a fingerprint, Captain Wang suddenly looked animated. "That's definitely from the suspect—no doubt about it!"

Zheng raised a hand to silence him, his expression making it clear: not now.

"We also recovered one footprint from the road shoulder and another from the grassy verge," Liu added. "Both appear to be size 42 men's leather shoes. Judging by the depth and shape, we estimate the suspect is male, roughly 170 cm tall and around 60 kilograms. That's the extent of my report." He switched off the laser pointer and returned to his seat.

Next up was Mike Morley from the Technical Department. He stepped forward, picked up the pointer, and switched the image on the screen to a shot of the minibus from the Shiquan Mountain scene.

"The abandoned vehicle is a Toyota Coaster, brownish-yellow, 12-seat model. Here are the chassis and engine numbers—" As he spoke, two long alphanumeric strings appeared on the screen.

Liu added, "With the VIN and engine number, we can trace the dealership, registered owner, and eventually the driver. There were no external anomalies visible on the minibus."

Salome Liu then stood and walked to the front. He plugged his portable drive into the computer and opened the surveillance footage from the Affiliated Hospital.

As the video played, he narrated: "From footage gathered at the hospital elevator, B1 corridor, B2 garage, and front gate, we've confirmed that at 2:00 a.m. on March 18, two female suspects wearing nurse uniforms, masks, and caps, pushed a gurney into the morgue. The suspect vehicle was a brown minibus with no license plate. After exiting the hospital gate, the vehicle headed toward Shiquan Mountain National Forest Park. The suspects completed the act in the morgue in under 30 seconds—suggesting they were well-trained, used professional tools, and were highly familiar with the location."

"So, you're saying we have no actual information on the suspects—just vague outlines from the video?" Captain Wang asked.

"Yes, Captain. The footage was recorded in poor lighting, and the images are quite blurry," Liu admitted.

"The morgue wasn't locked?" Deputy Director Zheng asked.

"That's what puzzles me. One suspect lightly touched the smart lock with her right hand—and it opened. Did she have a key?"

Liu continued, "After visiting the Shiquan Mountain site, I traced surveillance cameras along the route to confirm whether the abandoned vehicle matched the suspect vehicle. Unfortunately, only one camera exists—at the entrance to the forest park."

"Do you have that footage?" Zheng leaned forward, clearly intrigued.

"This is the file I retrieved from the park office," Liu replied as he opened another video. "March 18, 2:33 a.m., a brown 12-seat Toyota Coaster passes the camera en route to the park. It matches the suspect vehicle that left the hospital."

Finishing his presentation, Liu set the laser pointer down and glanced toward Deputy Director Zheng, the corners of his mouth slightly upturned, clearly pleased with his deductions.

But Zheng frowned and, after a pause, said firmly, "The logic is weak. Too many assumptions. It doesn't hold up under scrutiny."

Everyone in the room turned to look at him, eyes locked, awaiting what came next.
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Chapter 9: The Butler's Escape
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Deputy Director Zheng swept his gaze across the room and continued:

"Women? Are you sure? Just a nurse's uniform, long hair, and vague body features are enough to conclude they were female? Did anyone pay attention to the shoulders, back, calves, or Adam's apple? What if they were men disguised as women?"

"And about the vehicle—just because a similar one passed through the forest park's entrance at a similar time, we're assuming it's the same one? That's not rigorous."

"Now, let's consider what we've found. The minibus at the Shiquan Mountain scene was spotless inside, as if it had just been cleaned. Suppose the suspects committed the crime, drove to the dump site, unloaded the gurney, then erased all traces and cleaned the vehicle. Think about it—how likely is that? If they had done all that, there would have been signs: fingerprints, footprints, tire marks from the gurney, impressions in the grass. But there's nothing. Not even evidence of cleaning supplies. Why?"

After Zheng finished, the room fell silent in admiration. Captain Wang, sitting beside him, nodded vigorously like a bobblehead.

Zheng paused, lifted his tea cup, and took a sip before continuing:

"This is a complex case with significant public impact. We must treat it with the utmost seriousness. Everything must be evidence-based, forming a solid chain of proof. We're not here to speculate—we work with facts."

"Our next steps are clear. First: Salome Liu will continue gathering and analyzing video footage, focusing on anyone suspicious frequently appearing near the site. Compare every detail between the suspect van and the one abandoned at Shiquan Mountain, especially the driver. Use forensic tools if necessary to confirm if it's the same vehicle. Track the route from start to finish, even across city lines into Antai if needed, and gather all related footage."

"Second: expedite fingerprint matching. If we get a hit, it will save us enormous time. Third: analyze the footprints. Identify the shoe brand and model, and from three canvassing teams to trace sales records and vendors. Track backward until we find the suspect. Fourth: use the vehicle's VIN and engine number to locate the registered owner and driver through the traffic bureau network."

Zheng turned to Captain Wang. "Anything you'd like to add?"

Wang cleared his throat. "What Director Zheng just said is critical. We need to study it carefully, internalize it, and follow through with precision—"

Just then, Salome Liu glanced at his phone and his eyes widened in shock. It was a message from Bai Letian:

"Officer Liu—Feng Sheng is missing!"

Before Wang could finish, Liu burst out: "Feng Sheng is missing!"

"Feng Sheng?" Zheng raised an eyebrow.

"Professor Feng's housekeeper!"

"Now this is getting interesting," Zheng said with a confident smile. "No matter how sly the fox, it can't outrun the hunter. Meeting adjourned—go act on it immediately."

Liu bolted out, jumped into his car, and sped toward Professor Feng's residence.

When he arrived, he spotted Bai Letian sitting on the living room couch, holding a note, his expression wooden and dazed.

Liu opened the glass door and entered. Bai Letian snapped out of it, stood up quickly, and handed him the note.

"Officer Liu, this is it."

"When did you realize Feng Sheng was gone?"

"About an hour ago. I noticed the door was unlocked, which was odd. I knocked, but no one answered. Then I found this note on the coffee table and messaged you right away."

"Anything else?"

"There are signs that the bookshelf was disturbed. Also, in the southeast corner of the yard, I found a pile of burnt paper ash."

The two men went upstairs to the study. The bookshelf stood against the east wall, made of beautiful deep-red oak with glass-paneled doors. The books inside were neatly arranged—except for one area.

Bai Letian bent down and opened a set of small cabinet doors. "Here, Officer Liu."

Liu crouched to look. Sure enough, the books, documents, and stacked envelopes inside had been rifled through, left in a mess.

"Was anything taken?"

"I'm not sure," Bai Letian replied, rising and placing a hand on the shelf.

"Hmph. I had my doubts about him all along," Liu muttered, disappointed.

"Maybe he left in a hurry and didn't have time to take much," Bai offered, trying to find some reassurance.

In the southeast corner of the courtyard, a pile of gray ash lay on the ground. A few scraps of paper hadn't burned fully—some faint, unreadable text still visible.

Back in the living room, Liu laid the note on the coffee table. It was short:

Respected Dr. Bai,
The professor's sudden death has shaken me to the core. I cannot find peace. You are a man of great virtue, trusted deeply by the professor. May you carry on his legacy and achieve even greater things.
I had no part in his death—but alas, I am powerless. Even if I jumped into the Yellow River, I could not prove my innocence.
Doctor, I'm leaving. Please do not look for me.
If fate allows, we shall meet again. May God bless you.
—Feng Sheng
March 21, 2019
"Fleeing to escape justice," Liu spat. "Even if he runs to the ends of the earth, I'll catch him."

"Do you really think it's him?" Bai Letian asked.

Liu slapped the table. "He's probably already at the airport. He might not have left the country yet."
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Chapter 10: The Great Escape
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Salome Liu rushed back to the Criminal Investigation Division office and quickly accessed the internal system to pull up Feng Sheng's profile. He then contacted the aviation authority, requesting immediate verification of whether Feng Sheng had boarded a flight on March 21.

Fifteen minutes later, the response came: a passenger named Feng Sheng had indeed purchased a ticket for flight CA3322, bound for Xizang (Tibet), en route to its capital, Lhasa. The flight was currently in the air, with one hour remaining until arrival. Additional details were still being confirmed.

"Perfect. Thank you!" Liu snapped his fingers with excitement, hung up the phone, and sprinted into Captain Wang's office.

It was now 3:00 p.m. If everything went smoothly, Feng Sheng could be apprehended tonight.

"Captain, Feng Sheng is on flight CA3322, headed for Lhasa. We need to contact the Lhasa police immediately to request assistance in detaining him," Liu reported.

"Are you sure it's confirmed?" Captain Wang asked skeptically, glancing up.

"No doubt about it. He's on that flight. He won't escape this time," Liu said with certainty.

Captain Wang, still somewhat doubtful, pulled out the internal directory and flipped through a few pages until he found the contact for the Lhasa police. After explaining the situation, he requested immediate cooperation in tracking and arresting the suspect. Lhasa police agreed and said they would deploy officers right away.

As Liu walked out of Wang's office, a wave of relief washed over him. His confidence swelled.

Back in his own office, Liu rinsed his mug, dropped in a pinch of green tea, poured in hot water, and settled into the long-missed comfort of his chair.

Outside, the sun shone bright, the spring breeze stirred the willows, and a blue-gray bird fluttered past the window.

Liu pulled out his portable drive and began copying the video footage to his computer. He opened the files in chronological order, sipping his tea as he reviewed the footage.

From the B1 level of the Affiliated Hospital, around 10 a.m. on March 18, he noticed a man repeatedly appearing on camera. The man wore sunglasses and a mask, lingering multiple times outside the morgue—highly suspicious behavior.

He quickly called the hospital's surveillance office, asking them to verify the man's identity. Not long after, they responded: the man was not a hospital employee.

Further review of other footage revealed the same man driving a license-plate-less brown minibus through the main gate into the underground garage and taking the elevator from B2 to B1 around 10 p.m.

It was bizarre. How could the suspect have known in advance that Professor Feng would suffer a heart attack that night? The only explanation—Professor Feng's death was premeditated.

Liu spread out photos of the vehicle found at Shiquan Mountain on his desk, comparing them to the van in the footage. But given that the videos were shot at night, it was difficult to tell with the naked eye—technical analysis might yield more accurate results.

Just as Liu sat there, surrounded by images and deep in thought, the door burst open. Captain Wang stormed in, face dark, eyes blazing.

Startled, Liu looked up, meeting Wang's furious gaze.

"Do you even know what you're doing?" Wang roared.

"Huh? What's wrong, sir?"

"The Lhasa police checked every passenger on that flight. Not a trace of Feng Sheng! We've become the laughingstock of the whole force. You really made us look good this time!" Wang was so furious his face looked foldable, and his eyes were pure white with rage.

"That's impossible..."

"You tell me how it happened!" Wang slammed the table in anger.

"He did buy the ticket," Liu muttered to himself.

"Buying a ticket doesn't mean he boarded the flight! Their officer didn't call us idiots directly, but he might as well have. I wanted to crawl into a hole."

"That old fox played me..."

"You're still too green, kid. No mustache, no backbone." Wang thumped Liu's forehead and stomped out, puffed up like an enraged rooster.

Liu slumped in his chair, head heavy with failure. Feng Sheng had deliberately bought the ticket just to throw off the investigation. It was a textbook diversion.

Then it hit him: air travel wasn't the only escape route. Trains and long-distance buses also required ID. There might still be a trail.

He quickly contacted the railway and transportation departments to inquire.

The railway department replied: someone using Feng Sheng's ID had purchased a second-class ticket on train G1877889, departing at 5 a.m. toward Xinjiang. But due to the large number of passengers, they couldn't verify if he had actually boarded. The train had already reached its final destination.

The transportation department confirmed that no one had used Feng Sheng's ID to purchase a bus ticket.

Nothing definitive. Like a stone thrown into the sea—no ripples, no trace. Even if they knew he got off in Xinjiang, finding him among millions would be near impossible. The trail had gone cold.

Meanwhile, spring in Lhasa remained brisk. A man in a gray suit and sunglasses strolled out of the long-distance bus terminal, looking utterly relaxed. In his hand were a plane ticket, a train ticket, and a bus ticket—one of which he'd bought using someone else's ID for an extra twenty yuan. He crumpled them all and tossed them into a trash can nearby.

"Feng Sheng could've left without a word—so why leave a note for Dr. Bai? If he had nothing to do with Professor Feng's death, why flee? What was he hiding?"

"Is Feng Sheng connected to the stolen corpse? Rationally, it seems unlikely. Maybe he ran because he was afraid of being implicated. But if not him—who else would be interested in Professor Feng's body?"

"And the van? If it wasn't the same one, how do we explain the uncanny similarities? If it was the same van, everything aligns too perfectly—so perfect it feels designed. Flawless, even."

Liu sat at his desk, rubbing his temples, utterly baffled. Something wasn't adding up—but he couldn't pinpoint what.

Just then, the phone on his desk rang.

"Come to the conference room immediately," Wang's voice barked. "New development."
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Chapter 11: First Light of Dawn
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Just as Salome Liu sat down, Captain Wang nodded to Mike Morley. "Let's begin."

"We traced the minibus using its chassis and engine numbers. It turns out the vehicle is registered to DTX Car Rental, a local company specializing in vehicle leasing," Meng reported.

"Did we send people over there?" Wang asked quickly.

"Wang Gang and Liu Wei are already on it. They just called in. On the morning of March 18, the vehicle was rented by a man named Gao Yi. They've retrieved his personal information and located his residence. He's currently being brought in for questioning."

"Good. Get him here immediately," Captain Wang ordered, then turned to Salome Liu. "What about your side? Any leads on the suspect?"

"I've identified a suspicious individual. Around 10 a.m. on March 18, a man wearing a mask and sunglasses was repeatedly seen near the morgue on the B1 floor of the Affiliated Hospital. His behavior was unusual. Based on his posture, build, and height, he closely resembles one of the suspects seen stealing the body that night."

"Any new findings on the minibus?"

"Both vehicles appear identical in the surveillance footage, but the details will need to be confirmed by the tech department."

Liu then projected the footage from 10 a.m. on March 18 onto the screen and began analyzing it for the assembled team. He also displayed the minibus footage and images side-by-side for easy comparison.

"The real question now is—could Gao Yi be one of the suspects?" Captain Wang asked.

"Feng Sheng might be involved in Professor Feng's death—" Liu began.

Wang's face darkened at the mention of that name. He cut Liu off. "I asked about Gao Yi."

"I just think there's a connection between the professor's death and the corpse theft. Solve one, and the other might fall into place," Liu replied, holding his ground.

"Evidence. What we need is evidence, not conjecture. Feng Sheng's already vanished, and now we have no physical evidence or a witness. Stick to the logical trail," Wang said sternly, tapping the table with a look of visible irritation.

Liu's confidence wavered. Wang was right—Feng Sheng's disappearance had derailed his line of reasoning. Without proof, it was all just speculation.

At that moment, Liu from forensics spoke up. "We ran the fingerprints and shoe prints from the scene through the database—no matches. But if we can get Gao Yi's fingerprints, we can compare them directly to determine if he was at the scene in Shiquan Mountain."

"Exactly," Wang said, his tone easing. "If there's a match, we can confirm his connection to the vehicle."

"And if Gao Yi drove that van into the hospital garage, we can follow that lead straight to the suspect who stole the body," Meng added.

A flicker of hope lit up Wang's face. It was as if he could finally see a breakthrough. The Lhasa mishap was momentarily forgotten.

Just then, Mike Morley's phone rang, cutting through the moment.

"Brother Meng, everything went smoothly. We're en route
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