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Chapter 1: The Hunt
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New Tang, officially known as New York Chinatown, is one of the world's largest commercial cities and one of its busiest port cities. It boasts a highly developed financial and business sector. However, due to the evils of capitalism, its crime rate remains alarmingly high.

A crucial force in combating crime is the U.S. Marshals. Beyond witness protection, they are also responsible for hunting down fugitives.

Marshal Thoreau Otto, despite being a woman, leads a fugitive apprehension team that is renowned in the field.

Usually composed, Thoreau Otto's face was icy cold today.

Three black cars entered the hotel's underground parking lot. Four plainclothes male marshals stepped out from two of the vehicles. Seeing Thoreau Otto exit alone, one of them asked, "Where's the rookie?"

Thoreau Otto replied curtly, "Stomachache. Got out midway to use the restroom. We're not waiting. Check your gear."

While the team checked their equipment, Thoreau Otto stayed connected to external units through her earpiece. She pulled out a tablet, opened the hotel's blueprint, and tapped on the screen as she spoke: "The target, 'Monkey,' is in Zone 9 on the second floor. You two cover the front and back entrances. The rest will move in with me from three directions. There's a jewelry auction happening on the second floor, attended by the wealthy and influential-avoid causing a commotion."

"Understood."

Thoreau Otto continued, "Monkey is highly agile. If he attempts to flee, you are authorized to use a taser without warning."

"Understood."

"Move."

At her command, the five marshals dispersed.

One of them put on a hoodie and earphones, blending in as a music-obsessed youth. Reaching the hotel's main entrance, he leaned against a tree, swaying slightly to the music. "Unit 2, in position."

At the back entrance, another marshal, dressed in a suit, lit a cigarette, appearing like a middle-aged office worker taking a quick break. "Unit 3, in position."

Thoreau Otto spoke into her earpiece. "Unit 1, advancing."

"Unit 4, advancing."

"Unit 5, advancing."

Unit 5 reported, "Target spotted, fifteen meters ahead."

Monkey was a short man, just under 170 cm, with a slightly tanned complexion. He wore a journalist's vest and carried a professional camera, snapping photos of the displayed jewelry.

Thoreau Otto ordered, "Approach slowly."

Three marshals moved in from different angles. Unit 5, closest to Monkey, reached inside his jacket, gripping his taser.

Thoreau Otto quickly warned, "Don't make eye contact."

But it was too late-Monkey turned and locked eyes with Unit 5. Immediately, his gaze darted left and right, spotting Thoreau Otto and Unit 4.

Thoreau Otto made a swift decision. "Go!"

"Police!" The three officers brandished their badges and pushed through the crowd.

Monkey was a step ahead. He dashed toward the balcony, stepped onto the railing, and jumped off without hesitation. Gasps erupted from the onlookers-it was a five-meter drop!

Monkey grabbed the edge of the balcony midair, hanging down to reduce the fall distance. Releasing his grip, he landed with both feet and rolled expertly to absorb the impact before sprinting away.

Units 2 and 3 received the signal and moved in from the exits. Monkey doubled back into the hotel, vaulting over sofas, accelerating, and leaping onto a glass display case, sliding across it with precision before landing smoothly. He pushed open a side door and bolted westward.

By the time Thoreau Otto reached the ground floor and exited the hotel, Monkey was already thirty meters ahead.

Seeing Thoreau Otto closing in, Monkey didn't slow down-he dashed across the street. The road was a busy two-way thoroughfare, cars streaming through at high speeds. Like a dancer waltzing through traffic, Monkey sidestepped one car, paused for another, then accelerated past a third. Within seconds, he had safely crossed.

Thoreau Otto followed, rushing onto the road. A white car screeched to a stop, its front bumper hitting her, knocking her onto the hood before she tumbled onto the pavement.

"Boss?" A marshal ran over to help her up.

"I'm fine. Keep chasing. The next district is Zone 5."

Zone 5 was a gang-controlled area and the most lawless part of New Tang. If Monkey made it there, he'd have local support-capturing him afterward would be nearly impossible.

...

Meanwhile, having shaken off his pursuers, Monkey was now in a relaxed mood. He even had time to show off, taking an unconventional route, parkouring across rooftops, sliding down handrails, and moonwalking down stairs. Wherever he passed, he drew gasps and applause from bystanders.

Reaching Coffee Street, he sidestepped a beautiful woman with a flourish, flashing her a charming smile. A waiter carrying a tray of coffee stepped outside, startled by Monkey's sudden approach. The tray tipped-Monkey stopped, steadied it with his left hand, and flashed another dazzling smile at the waitress.

Under the amazed gazes of the crowd, he vaulted over a railing and picked up speed. Ahead stood a parking barrier-he had the perfect move planned: a sprint, a rolling vault over the barrier, landing effortlessly, then spinning on his heel to bow toward the coffee street audience. He knew they would applaud-New Tang's crowd was never stingy with their cheers.

He ran. He reached the barrier. He leaped-

Shit!

The parking barrier lifted mid-jump!

He had already committed-within 0.001 seconds, he channeled all his strength into his toes.

His thoughts raced: Yes! I got this! Wait... I don't got this. Nope. F**!*

His foot caught the barrier, and he flipped forward. A true expert, however, he managed a last-second aerial twist, landing on his back instead of his head, making the fall look almost graceful.

He turned, expecting to see Coffee Street-only to find it blocked by a security guard's large frame. The guard rushed over, supporting him, checking him up and down with concern. "Are you okay, buddy?"

"Of course I am! I'm-"

Halfway through his sentence, he felt cold steel snap around his wrist.

He instantly knew-bad news. He tensed his legs to bolt forward, but the guard had anticipated this, hooking his foot behind Monkey's ankle.

Jump!

Lift!

Oh, f**!*

This time, there was no lucky save. Worse yet, the guard lifted his foot slightly before tripping him, sending Monkey plummeting headfirst.

Gasps erupted from the onlookers. Monkey braced for impact, knowing his face was doomed.

But at the last moment, the guard grabbed his belt-only to let go a second later. To the crowd, it seemed like an earnest but failed rescue attempt. Only Monkey knew-it was intentional.

Splat!

Monkey's left cheek hit the pavement-hard.

Pain. Intense pain.

But there was still hope-this was the edge of Zone 5.

Twenty meters away, four burly men, following the signal of a middle-aged man, split into two groups and moved toward him.

Monkey struggled, trying to buy time. The guard effortlessly cuffed both his hands. Grabbing the back of Monkey's collar, he hauled him upright. "You have the right-"

The middle-aged man behind him called out, "Hey, officer! Need a hand?"

His men were already in position. His job was to distract the guard, while his guys swooped in for the rescue.
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Chapter 2: Guerrilla Soldiers
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The gatekeeper turned around, smiling as he asked, "Childe Q, it's been three years. I never thought you'd turn over a new leaf and become so friendly with the police."

The middle-aged man called Childe Q was stunned for a few seconds upon seeing the gatekeeper's face. Quickly, he waved his brothers away before stepping forward with a grin. "Officer Yuan, how could I let you go through the trouble of catching petty thieves on the street?"

Officer Yuan was about twenty-five years old, standing at 1.79 meters tall. He wore a polite smile, his face appearing amicable. In reality, it was just a professional smile-one that could suit any person or situation.

Officer Yuan returned the greeting with a smile. "Times are tough. You do what you must. What have you been up to lately?"

Childe Q spread his hands. "You know me, just doing charity work, helping those in need."

Whenever someone needed money, Childe Q was there to lend a hand. And when it was time to repay, Childe Q was equally committed to upholding the age-old virtue of repaying debts.

Known as Ghost Childe Q in the lending world, his reputation was fearsome. Even in death, he could squeeze a debt out of a corpse.

"Haha!" Officer Yuan shook Childe Q's hand. "You're such a good man."

"Haha, not at all. Your colleagues are here, so I won't keep you. Next time, I'll treat you to a meal at Songhe Tower."

Officer Yuan nodded appreciatively. "I'll hold you to that."

Childe Q raised his hand in farewell. "Goodbye."

Officer Yuan did the same. "Goodbye."

As the four burly men escorted Childe Q back to District Five, one of them asked, "Boss, why didn't we make a move?"

Childe Q's face darkened. "Three years ago, we did. It ended with three crippled and five wounded."

The man was shocked. "Who the hell is he?"

Childe Q replied, "His name is Yuan Wn. Three years ago, he was an intern in New Tang's Major Crimes Unit. I had a few run-ins with him. I thought he died out there, but he's back in New Tang again. Spread the word-don't try to cross him."

Thoreau Otto narrowed his eyes at Yuan Wn. Yuan Wn explained, "After using the restroom, I noticed he was acting suspiciously."

The truth: Yuan Wn knew that Monkey was a core member of a theft ring. Judging from the layout of the area, once surrounded, Monkey would likely flee toward District Five, where their hideout was.

A dog wouldn't run in circles to grab a bone; it would take the shortest path. Yuan Wn had already mapped out Monkey's escape route before making his move.

If Thoreau Otto succeeded in catching him, would Yuan Wn's intervention have been redundant? Not at all-he had simply gone to the restroom.

Monkey was a community parkour champion, having competed in national tournaments. He moved light and fast. In contrast, law enforcement officers had to wear bulletproof vests and heavy gear for safety, making them much slower. Considering these factors, Yuan Wn doubted the success of the ambush. He took matters into his own hands, exiting Thoreau Otto's car early to set up an ambush at Monkey's inevitable escape route.

Thoreau Otto wasn't convinced. "Then why were you wearing the parking lot guard's uniform?"

But this wasn't the place to argue. Thoreau Otto spoke into his earpiece. "Bring the car around."

Then he turned to Yuan Wn. "Which department were you with? Your resume says you worked at a small-town police station."

Yuan Wn replied, "Sorry, sir. I can't say, and you shouldn't ask. Besides, I've submitted my resignation. I might get a response as soon as tomorrow."

Thoreau Otto asked, "Why leave?"

Yuan Wn thought for a long time before sighing. "It's complicated."

Thoreau Otto nodded. "Alright."

He spoke into his earpiece again. "Lunch is on me."

Yuan Wn quickly responded, "Sir, I might not be able to make it."

Thoreau Otto asked, "Why?"

Yuan Wn answered, "I need to visit an old acquaintance."

New Tang Federal Detention Center was where high-profile federal criminals were held, including those sentenced to death.

Inside the towering walls and barbed wire, dim lighting and layers of iron doors created a suffocating atmosphere. Yuan Wn followed behind a guard. Each time they reached a door, the guard raised his hand toward the surveillance camera. Only after the control room confirmed his identity did the door open.

The meeting room was simple, with just a few chairs and no table. A man in his early thirties sat inside. He had the refined handsomeness of a mature man-Caucasian, curly-haired, well-dressed, and meticulously groomed. Though his hands were free, his shackled feet were locked to the floor. Any movement caused the chains to clatter.

Two heavily armed SWAT officers stood behind him like statues.

When the door opened, the man lifted his head. Upon seeing Yuan Wn, his deadpan eyes flickered with emotion.

Yuan Wn sat down five meters away. The chair was iron and bolted to the floor.

Once the guard left and closed the door, Yuan Wn spoke. "I know the result of your appeal."

The man asked, "Are you satisfied with it?"

Yuan Wn didn't answer.

The man's name was Benjamin, the leader of the infamous criminal syndicate Guerrilla Soldiers. Their operations included smuggling, arms dealing, human trafficking, fraud, murder, kidnapping, violent assaults, extortion, and more. The Guerrilla Soldiers were mercenaries of the underworld-capable of granting any wish, whether to obtain something or make something disappear.

Three months after graduating from the police academy, Yuan Wn had gone undercover in the syndicate under the FBI's arrangement. With his outstanding skills and federal resources, he quickly gained the trust of the upper ranks. Benjamin first interacted with him as an ordinary member. They hit it off immediately, and under FBI guidance, they successfully pulled off a major operation together.

Posing as military personnel, they emptied a military storage warehouse, smuggling dozens of M4 rifles and portable surface-to-air missiles into Colombia.

Benjamin admired Yuan Wn's abilities, promoting him to a high-ranking position and making him his right-hand man.

A year ago, the authorities launched a sting operation, arresting Benjamin in Los Tang (Los Angeles Chinatown). Yuan Wn faked his death and entered the witness protection program. Six months ago, he testified against Benjamin in court. With multiple convictions, the federal judge sentenced Benjamin to death. Two days ago, the judge rejected Benjamin's appeal, confirming his status as a federal, not state, prisoner. New Tang had no death penalty, but federal law did.

Yuan Wn said, "Tomorrow, I officially resign."

Benjamin asked, "Why? As an undercover agent, you did an excellent job."

Yuan Wn sighed. "It's complicated."

Benjamin knew Yuan Wn well. He had always been resolute, never afraid. Yet now, for the second time today, Yuan Wn sighed with a sense of helplessness.

Benjamin wanted to ask more, but Yuan Wn changed the subject. "I mean, after tomorrow, I won't be able to visit you again. Also... I sincerely apologize for everything that happened."

Benjamin nodded, but it was unclear whether he accepted the apology, approved of Yuan Wn's attitude, or had some other reason.

Then Benjamin stood up. "Goodbye."

"Goodbye." Yuan Wn stood and watched as the SWAT officers escorted Benjamin away.

A guard entered. "Officer Yuan, ready to leave?"

Yuan Wn nodded.

As he left the detention center, Benjamin's expression lingered in his mind. His gaze was too calm-not the look of a gambler who had lost his final bet. Legally speaking, Benjamin had no chance of escaping execution.

That left only one possibility: escape.
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Yuan Wn boarded the bus at the detention center stop and arrived in Newtown District 3 half an hour later. From there, he took a taxi back to his rented apartment building.

It was a very ordinary four-story apartment building, privately owned. The landlord was a businessman who had been living abroad for years. The rent was collected by her daughter, a fourteen-year-old girl.

The girl had her hair tied in a ponytail and wore sunglasses like an adult. She sat at a table at the entrance of the apartment building, holding a phone in her left hand and a stick in her right. As she swung her legs, she operated her phone with one hand and extended the stick horizontally to block Yuan Wn's path.

"Brother, it's time to pay the rent."

Yuan Wn laughed. "Tra! Things are a bit tight for me right now. Can you give me a few more days?"

Tra didn't even look up. "Brother, you have to understand that being a landlord isn't easy, right? I have to manage my studies while collecting rent for four apartment buildings. I'm as busy as a dog! If I give everyone a few more days, when will I have time to study? As a budding flower, how can I grow without the nourishment of education? Do you expect my kids to collect rent for a living in the future?"

Yuan Wn nodded repeatedly. "Yes, yes."

Tra: "Three days."

Yuan Wn: "Thank you, thank you."

Tra waved her stick, signaling that he could go.

Room 407 was Yuan Wn's apartment-sixty square meters, one bedroom, one living room, a kitchen, and a bathroom.

Throwing his suit aside along with his worries, Yuan Wn opened the cabinet, took out half a bottle of whiskey, poured himself a glass, and downed it in one gulp. The fiery alcohol burned through his chest as he rolled his shoulders and walked over to the suspended sandbag, using exercise to speed up the metabolism of the alcohol.

Twenty minutes later, drenched in sweat, he took off his soaked shirt and stepped into the shower. Yuan Wn had a well-built physique-not the bulky muscles of a bodybuilder, but a strong, solid frame.

The door opened, and a woman in her thirties carrying a briefcase entered the room. After closing the door behind her, she casually picked up the whiskey bottle on the table and poured herself a small glass. Just as she was about to take a sip, Yuan Wn, holding a gun, leaned out from the bathroom and aimed at her. They exchanged glances before he ducked back inside.

Five minutes later, wearing only a pair of shorts and drying his hair with a towel, Yuan Wn walked out of the bathroom. He went to the wardrobe, grabbed a T-shirt, and pulled it over his head.

"Boss, this is breaking and entering."

Sitting across from the woman, he watched as she pulled a few documents from her briefcase.

"Private investigator license, bounty hunter license, bodyguard license."

Yuan Wn reached out to take a look.

The woman stood up and went to the liquor cabinet, mixing milk liqueur with whiskey.

"Plus three years of fieldwork with the Federal Marshals, an unblemished resignation record-that's the best I could do."

Yuan Wn: "Thank you." He put the documents together.

The woman sat down and looked at him.

"I have a friend in the Middle East who needs people. Three hundred dollars a day."

Yuan Wn: "You're asking a cop to go to a war zone? That's a crime."

She placed a business card on the table.

"Security job in the Green Zone, not too dangerous. Think about it. If you're interested, just call him."

Yuan Wn: "Alright, thanks."

The woman seemed to have more to say but ultimately stayed silent. She nodded at him before leaving the room.

Yuan Wn casually tidied up, washed the glass she had used, grabbed a can of cola, and tossed the business card into the trash.

He picked up his phone and made a call.

"Old Poison, I need some cash." Where had his salary gone? That's another story.

Old Poison: "I heard you took the fall for something big. Your boss didn't even throw you a bone?"

Yuan Wn: "He gave me three licenses."

Old Poison: "Come out."

Yuan Wn: "Where?"

Old Poison: "Not far from your place."

Old Poison, forty-five years old, was Yuan Wn's instructor at the police academy. Three years ago, he left the force and became an independent broker. He had a vast network of special personnel-retired intelligence officers, former Navy SEALs, ex-Secret Service bodyguards, and more. His relationship with Yuan Wn was... complicated. But that's another story.

The lively bar pulsed with heavy beats. People swayed and shouted, drowning in the music, trying to shake off the stress of the day.

Dressed in a cheap gray suit, Old Poison looked like a washed-up middle-aged man, drinking alone at the edge of the bar counter. Yuan Wn signaled to the bartender:

"Tonic water." He sat next to Old Poison.

The bartender cracked open a tonic water, added lemon and ice, tossed in a green leaf, and slid the glass over. Yuan Wn caught it, took a casual sip, and said,

"Old Poison, you're getting more gray hairs."

"None of your damn business." The music was loud, and they sat close-public places were sometimes more private than private ones.

Old Poison asked, "What's your plan?"

Yuan Wn picked up Old Poison's cigar, clipping the tip as he spoke.

"Two years undercover, one year off the grid-I feel disconnected from the world."

Old Poison: "I told you-don't go undercover, don't go undercover! You got rocks in your head? You never listen."

Yuan Wn shrugged.

Old Poison: "Did taking down the Guerrilla Soldier gang feel satisfying?"

Yuan Wn shook his head.

"Figures," Old Poison scoffed. "What licenses did you get?"

Yuan Wn: "Bodyguard, bounty hunter, and private investigator."

Old Poison thought for a moment.

"Those actually suit you. Looks like your boss put in some effort. Let me break it down for you.

First, private investigator-you're not well-known enough to open your own agency yet. I'd suggest joining an existing one. Taking photos and running errands could bring in around ten grand a month.

Second, bodyguard-not bad. Former law enforcement personnel are in high demand. Security companies are always looking to hire. With your skills, you can pull in thirty to fifty grand a month.

Third, bounty hunter-gives you the most freedom, but hunters usually work in tight-knit teams: husband-wife duos, father-daughter pairs, ex-military squads. Good teams are picky about new members."

Old Poison pulled an envelope from his pocket.

"Here, take this. Twenty grand."

Yuan Wn hesitated. "I..."

Old Poison pointed at him. "Cut the crap."

Yuan Wn laughed and pocketed the envelope.

"I was gonna say-twenty grand is kinda low."

Old Poison rolled his eyes and handed over a business card.

"A short-term bodyguard gig. Pop star Dierser Ana is doing a week-long tour in Newtown-one concert, one fan meeting, one signing event."

Old Poison continued,

"Dierser Ana is the brand ambassador for Mars Jewelry. As per contract, she'll showcase fifteen pieces of jewelry at the events. One of them, the Black Fire Meteor, is an exceptionally rare black-red ruby-a black ruby..."

Once Old Poison got started on gemstones, he couldn't stop. He rattled on about the history of the Black Fire Meteor, tracing it back to Spanish kings, linking it to Henry V and Richard III.

Yuan Wn rolled his eyes hard and finally cut him off.

"Got it. Expensive."

It was like when a friend passionately describes a movie, and just as they're about to declare it a masterpiece, you say, Yeah, sounds good. The frustration was suffocating.

Old Poison downed his beer and took a breath.

"The insurance company has a team guarding the jewelry. Dierser Ana's manager is worried about threats to her personally and reached out to Newtown Security. They're short-staffed. They asked me if I knew anyone. No special skills required-just someone young, reliable, and available."

Old Poison: "24-hour live-in gig, fully on call. Two grand a day. Starts in two days."

Yuan Wn nodded.

"Deal." Fourteen grand in a week? No-brainer.
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Chapter 4: Temp Worker
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On the third day, Yuan Wn arrived at the temp worker assembly point on time by bus.

The assembly point was in the multifunctional conference room on the seventh floor of FanFan Hotel. The seventh, eighth, and ninth floors of the hotel had all been booked.

"What's your name?" Yuan Wn had just stepped into the conference room when a middle-aged man stopped him.

"Yuan Wn."

The middle-aged man checked his tablet. "Go to Group Three. Larkin L, your person is here."

A man in his fifties stood up and raised his hand with a cheerful smile. Yuan Wn quickly walked over, and Larkin L shook hands with him. "I'm Larkin L, the leader of Temporary Group Three. Let me introduce you-Hugh W, Berkeley Z, Keppel Li, and Holt K."

Yuan Wn looked at the four elders enthusiastically shaking hands with him and couldn't help but wonder if he had come to the wrong place. Wasn't he here to work as a bodyguard, not at a retirement home? Judging by their appearance, the youngest of them was at least fifty.

After the introductions, Larkin L handed Yuan Wn an ID badge and explained the situation. This month, the North American Jewelry Exhibition was being held in Newtown, with over thirty jewelry companies setting up exhibition and auction halls. This had stretched Newtown's security company thin.

There were enough security personnel, but none available for 24-hour escort duties. The five elders were normally security guards at the firm, but now they had been assigned as a team to assist Dierser Ana's staff with prop transportation while also guarding costumes and equipment. Considering their physical capabilities, the security company had specifically assigned an outsider, a strong young man-Yuan Wn-to Group Three.

Behind every celebrity, there is a team of unsung workers. A singer as prominent as Dierser Ana had a basic entourage that included bodyguards, stylists, makeup artists, hairdressers, personal assistants, drivers, managers, and PR staff. For a personal concert, leaving aside props, even just the outfits amounted to fifteen different sets. Each outfit had corresponding accessories, hairstyles, shoes, and lip colors.

Group Three's job was to guard and assist in transporting costumes and props, as well as serving as drivers for the transport vehicles.

"Everyone, quiet down."

A woman in her fifties spoke into a microphone from the main seat in the conference room. Once the room fell silent, she continued, "Among you are employees of Newtown's security company as well as hired personnel from other security firms. Your job is to follow your team leader's instructions. Let me go over the rules once more. Strictly speaking, you are in charge of logistics. Do not disturb frontline staff at will, and do your best to cooperate with them. No photography. No autograph requests..."

It was only then that Yuan Wn realized that this meeting was for logistics and perimeter security personnel. The personal security of Dierser Ana, security for the floors she stayed on, and arrangements for her travel were all handled by frontline security officers. The logistics team had to unconditionally cooperate with the field team.

...

The meeting ended at 9:30 AM. Afterward, Larkin L instructed Yuan Wn and the others to drive three vehicles to the airport-two sedans and a small truck-to pick up arrivals.

At the airport, Yuan Wn's real work began. Before him lay over eighty pieces of luggage, varying in size.

A young woman wearing glasses held a tablet, printed QR codes, and stuck them onto the luggage. She then instructed Yuan Wn, "Be careful with the QR codes. Don't mix up the items."

After tagging the props, the staff members got into Holt K and Hugh W's cars and headed back to the hotel to rest. As for Yuan Wn, he was left alone near the airport, staring blankly at nearly a hundred pieces of luggage. He looked around-yes, he was indeed the only one left. Wasn't he supposed to be assisting with transportation?

"Young man, sometimes taking a small loss is actually a big gain."

After hanging up on Larkin L's call, Yuan Wn learned a valuable life lesson: you get what you pay for. His temp worker duties included a 24-hour work schedule, primarily for transporting luggage. No wonder they specifically wanted a young, reliable person-skills didn't even matter.

This was pure manual labor! No, not just manual labor-this also required brainpower. With limited space in the small truck, how could he efficiently load nearly a hundred pieces of luggage in one trip? This required some very 'advanced' knowledge of mathematics and engineering.

Moreover, some luggage had "fragile" labels, meaning they couldn't be placed at the bottom. Others needed to remain upright-why? They weren't undergoing human evolution, so why did they need to stand? Should he give them a rock so they could evolve into the Stone Age?

Loading alone also had a practical challenge: taking one piece of luggage up the truck, placing it properly, climbing down, grabbing another, climbing up, then down, then up, then down...

By the time he finally drove to the hotel at around 2 PM, not only was he unappreciated, but he was also scolded. The stylist had been waiting in the underground parking lot for ages and immediately complained about his slow efficiency. She needed to find a light red nightgown-why? Because Dierser Ana suddenly wanted to wear it.

Are you kidding me?

No waiting allowed, so Yuan Wn had no choice but to unload half the cargo onto the ground. The stylist grabbed the nightgown and hurried off. A security guard from the parking lot walked over. "Sir, you can't leave things here. If my supervisor sees, I'll lose my bonus."

Yuan Wn ran a hand through his hair, flicking sweat to the side. "I'll sort it out right away."

"Hurry up."

After reorganizing, he drove to the freight elevator and began transporting the goods. One by one, he unloaded the luggage into the elevator and moved them to the temporary storage on the seventh floor. The stylist was already there, unzipping bags in a hurry. Curious, Yuan Wn asked, "Are there not enough outfits?"

Without looking up, the stylist replied while sorting through the clothes, "The outfit for meeting the president and the one for meeting fans are obviously different. There are outfits for going out, outfits for staying in... Listen, when you're a top-tier celebrity, every move you make is watched. You can't afford any slip-ups. Oh, by the way, I saved a meal for you."

Wow! Yuan Wn felt a sudden warmth. Although he had eaten at the airport earlier, it was a kind gesture. Well, sort of-except the meal was cold. And there was no meat... Wait, all vegetarian?! He glanced at the stylist's figure. There was no way a diet of just vegetables could maintain that shape.

Chewing food without meat was the ultimate insult to his teeth.

Larkin L came by on his rounds and shook Yuan Wn's hand. "Good work, good work. Yuan Wn, you'll be in charge of this temporary storage. Have a seat."

He pressed Yuan Wn down into a chair. "Don't be too uptight. If you need anything, just contact me. I'm still busy, so I'll leave this to you."

"Oh..." Yuan Wn responded blankly as he watched Larkin L walk away.

The stylist observed from the side. "You're new, right?"

Yuan Wn nodded. "Yeah."

She smirked. "The others are chilling on the ninth floor, sipping tea. They're obviously taking advantage of you."

The three floors were divided into several sections:

Ninth Floor East - Newtown Security's work and rest area.

Ninth Floor West - The insurance company's security area, where the valuable jewelry was stored.

Seventh Floor East - Dierser Ana's studio and staff work area.

Seventh Floor West - Temporary storage, multifunctional conference rooms, and the staff cafeteria.

As for the eighth floor, it was presumably where Dierser Ana, her personal bodyguards, and manager stayed.

Now, the real question for Yuan Wn-where was he supposed to sleep?
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Chapter 5: Night Raid
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During dinner, in the temporary employee cafeteria converted from the seventh-floor conference room, Yuan Wn asked Larkin L about his accommodation arrangements. The western section of the seventh floor was not for guest rooms but consisted of conference rooms, a break room, a gym, and a movie room. There were only four guest rooms in the eastern section. Since most of Dierser Ana's staff were women, with two sharing a room, the remaining vacant room was assigned to Yuan Wn.

Larkin L grinned, winking at him. "Big brother is giving you a great opportunity. Just squeeze in with the girls."

"But-"

"No 'buts.' Be bold. Let me tell you the truth-we all have to sleep on the floor, directly on the carpet." Larkin L patted Yuan Wn's shoulder. "Young man, you need to learn to endure hardship. How can you see the rainbow without experiencing the storm? Besides, this is a five-star hotel-sleeping on the floor here is still better than sleeping at home. Alright, that's settled. Tough it out a bit."

Yuan Wn sat down helplessly, glancing around. The only ones he was somewhat familiar with were the costume designer and her colleagues, who were engaged in lively conversation.

It seemed that working here was not an option.

Slowly chewing his food, Yuan Wn pondered the profession of bounty hunting.

He had theoretical knowledge about bounty hunters. In the United States, bounty hunting was recognized as a legal profession in most states. In some cases, bounty hunters even had more authority to make arrests than the police. The term "bounty hunter" was a broad designation; the official titles were bail agent or bail enforcement officer.

This profession was closely tied to the U.S. judicial system. If someone was accused of a crime, they could post bail before their trial. The bail amount was determined by a judge based on the severity of the crime and circumstances, ranging from as low as thirty thousand dollars to millions or even over a hundred million.

Once the bail was posted, the defendant regained limited freedom-they could not leave the city, the state, or the country. If they appeared in court as required, the bail money would be refunded. However, if they fled or violated bail conditions, the bail would be forfeited, and they would be classified as a fugitive.

For those who couldn't afford the high bail amount, bail bond agents could help. The defendant would pay 10-20% of the bail upfront, while the bail bond agent covered the remaining 80-90%. If the defendant appeared in court, the 10-20% fee served as the agent's profit.

According to an investigation by Xiapu News Agency, 14-17% of released defendants nationwide abscond each year.

If a defendant fled, the bail bond agent would be responsible for the full bail amount. Naturally, they wouldn't accept such a loss-this was where bail enforcement officers stepped in. Their job was to track down and apprehend fugitives. If they succeeded, the court would refund the bail to the bond agent, who would then pay the bounty hunter a fee, usually 10-20% of the total bail amount.

Bounty hunting was a highly private profession, where partnerships and teams were crucial. This put Yuan Wn at a disadvantage. After graduating from the police academy, he had joined the New Tang Major Crimes Unit but had only been there for two months, primarily doing errands with no real partner. Then came two years of deep undercover work-his former partner was now in prison. Last year, as a federal marshal, he had been protecting a witness in seclusion in Katang Town, barely stepping outside.

...

The costume designer treated Yuan Wn fairly well-she was the colleague he was most familiar with that day. One reason was that he had a dignified and handsome appearance, maintaining an air of charm even without deliberate grooming. The other reason was a woman's natural sympathy-she had noticed that, as a temporary worker, a newcomer, and a reserved person, Yuan Wn was being assigned the toughest jobs and ostracized.

Thus, he was granted the privilege of using the costume and makeup artists' bathrooms, as well as a space to store his personal belongings. His so-called "personal belongings" consisted of just one set of spare clothes. Larkin L and the others wore uniforms, which were handled by the company's laundry service. There were four other externally hired temp workers in a similar situation to Yuan Wn-they were all doing menial tasks and running errands.

The costume designer comforted Yuan Wn, mentioning that one temp worker was still repainting a wall for a fan club.

Yuan Wn appreciated the gesture.

Back in the guest room, he chatted with the two women for a while and watched TV for an hour. Then, the costume designer tactfully gave him a cue to leave. "We need to rest."

Sympathy had its limits. They all had boyfriends or husbands and couldn't let a single man stay overnight in their room. Taking his blanket, Yuan Wn politely excused himself. Tonight, he would have to sleep in the temporary storage room.

After he left, the two women began discussing him.

The costume designer said, "Did you notice? He has great stamina. After a full day of work, he still looks so energetic."

The makeup artist replied, "Hey, he's just helping us out. If Miss Liu or Mr. Wu finds out we've been slacking off, we're done for."

The costume designer giggled. "Don't worry, he's kind of a simpleton. But you have to admit, he's polite and honest. If we weren't at work, who knows... hehe..."

Yuan Wn, of course, didn't hear their conversation. Nor did he care whether people mocked, underestimated, or ignored him behind his back. If people treated him with respect, he would return it. If they were rude, he would still be polite. To him, this job was only about money-nothing more.

The temporary storage room was in the far west end of the seventh floor, separated from the dining hall, multifunctional conference room, and movie room-functional spaces with no regular occupants. The entire section was dark, with even the hallway lights turned off.

Yuan Wn stepped into the darkness without hesitation. What others feared, he considered home. His "home" wasn't beautiful, but beautiful or not, loving it or hating it, not everyone had the privilege of choosing their home.

At the end of the hallway, faint light from an advertisement panel illuminated a small area. To Yuan Wn, this was enough-perhaps even too much.

The storage room had a standard door lock. Placing his hand on the doorknob, he pushed it open.

At that moment, every hair on his body stood on end, and his adrenaline surged. This was not a supernatural ability-just an instinct honed in the darkness, a survival skill from his "homeland."

He quickly ducked and rolled forward.

A knife-hand strike, aimed at the back of his neck from the doorway, missed. The attacker-an unknown assailant-hooked their foot behind them, kicking the door shut. Then they turned, only to see a shoe flying toward them in their night-vision goggles.

Yuan Wn's left foot stomped onto the assailant's chest while his right foot swung sideways toward their head.

The attacker raised both arms to block the strike, but the force sent them crashing into the wall. Immediately, they executed a rolling escape, dodging Yuan Wn's follow-up elbow strike.

Damn, that was ruthless! The assailant broke into a cold sweat. Either of those moves could have been lethal.

Through their night-vision goggles, they saw Yuan Wn poised in a combat stance, scanning for their position.

The good news: Yuan Wn hadn't called out or raised the alarm.

The bad news: Who the hell is this guy?!

The assailant could see but dared not advance. The door was shut, and the thick curtains blocked any light. For Yuan Wn, the room was pitch black.

Yuan Wn knew there was a light switch three meters away, but he had no idea where his opponent was.

Based on their combat skills, the attacker had extensive close-quarters fighting experience and significant strength.

And the worst possibility?

They might have night vision goggles.
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Chapter 6: Night Battle
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The mysterious figure silently took out a coin and flicked it across the room. The moment the coin landed on the carpet, Yuan Wn pounced toward it. This time, the intruder saw clearly-Yuan Wn moved like a mantis, lowering his body and crawling with all four limbs, lunging at the coin in an instant.

Yuan Wn's left hand extended forward like a snake's tongue, probing for his target in the darkness. His head was tilted sideways to minimize exposure to attacks. His right hand was coiled, ready to strike at any moment. His legs were positioned like a sprinter's, able to unleash explosive power if needed.

The intruder had never seen such a technique. Mantis Boxing? Ground Fighting? Hung Gar? Mandarin Duck Kicks? None of these. It wasn't Jiu-Jitsu, Krav Maga, Jeet Kune Do, Taekwondo, or Karate either.

This guy was a tough opponent. The intruder knew they were in serious trouble. Slowly, they moved toward the window, taking five seconds per step, keeping their eyes locked on Yuan Wn, who was crouched motionless like a predator.

Just then, the intruder's phone vibrated.

In that split second, Yuan Wn sprang into action. His legs kicked off the ground, his hands pressing against the carpet like a leopard's front paws, propelling himself toward the intruder.

The intruder reacted instantly-at the first vibration, they dodged aside. Yuan Wn's left hand managed to grab the intruder's pant leg. Using his hands as support, he spun his body mid-air, his legs whipping around like a windmill.

With no room to evade, the intruder kicked out, their left foot striking Yuan Wn's left thigh. At the same time, Yuan Wn's right heel slammed against the intruder's left foot.

"Ah!" Yuan Wn finally let out a small grunt of pain.

"Ugh!" The intruder grunted as well. No fractures. No fractures.

The phone continued vibrating, fully exposing the intruder's position. Both combatants were now locked in a close-quarters struggle.

Close-quarters combat was one of the most difficult forms of fighting. In boxing or freestyle fighting, referees would separate competitors when they got tangled up, as close-range grappling limited movement, restricted striking angles, and made effective attacks difficult.

The intruder was clearly a skilled fighter, entangling Yuan Wn like an octopus. Yuan Wn was pinned beneath them-whenever he tried to free his left hand, the intruder would seize it. When he tried to push off the ground with his left foot to flip over, the intruder's leg coiled around his like a snake.

For thirty seconds, the struggle continued-Yuan Wn tried to break free; the intruder locked him down. Yuan Wn attempted to escape; the intruder tightened their grip. The scene was anything but elegant, but in combat, whoever let go first would lose. Yuan Wn knew that struggling would only get him further restrained, but if he didn't resist, his opponent would gain the upper hand and strike.

The intruder, too, was stuck in a dilemma. If they failed to maintain control, the fight could escalate into a lethal confrontation.

It wasn't that the intruder was afraid of Yuan Wn-how could someone of their status afford a mutually destructive brawl with a mere errand boy?

Damn! Even a runner is this tough? No, something didn't add up. If he were just an errand boy, he would have screamed for help by now.

Could he be here for the same reason as me?

"Hey! Let's stop fighting," the intruder finally spoke. Their voice was guttural, produced through a closed mouth and throat, making it difficult to identify. While modern technology could analyze and reconstruct such sounds, the human ear could not recognize them accurately.

"Hmm." Like hell I care. Two thousand bucks for a full day of labor, carrying goods, and now sleeping on the carpet? Let someone else fight.

"I'm letting go," the intruder said cautiously, slowly withdrawing their left hand.

Yuan Wn cooperated, pulling back his own hand. Both combatants rolled away from each other.

The intruder asked, "May I know your name?"

Yuan Wn replied, "Hmm."

"Well, then... until we meet again. Farewell."

The intruder slowly backed toward the door, opened it, stepped out, and closed it behind them.

Yuan Wn exhaled deeply, lying motionless on the carpet. It's been a long time since I fought someone at this level. His skills had gotten rusty. Back in police academy, he used to spar regularly with top students and instructors. This was the first real challenge he had encountered since entering the workforce.

He could have made excuses for not defeating the intruder-I couldn't see, and they had night vision goggles, so technically, I should be stronger.

But he didn't.

Because he knew that, in the heat of adrenaline-fueled combat, he had been fighting for his life, whereas the intruder had been holding back.

Yuan Wn started wondering-why had the intruder broken into the storage room? The room only contained costumes and props-valuable, yes, but not as valuable as the items on the ninth floor.

Whatever.

Thinking about his exhausting day and meager pay, he didn't feel like dwelling on it. Right now, his biggest concern was where he could take a shower-he was drenched in sweat.

Forget it.

Yuan Wn got up, turned on the light and air conditioning, and hung his shirt over the air vent to dry. It'll be wearable by morning. As for the lingering sweat odor, he'd be sweating again tomorrow anyway.

...

The next day, an additional event was scheduled. New Tang Television invited Dierser Ana as a special guest on an outdoor reality show.

Once again, Yuan Wn found himself doing menial labor-driver and porter. Officially, as a temporary employee, he was also responsible for securing the props.

Filming a reality show is such a big deal? Isn't it just eating, drinking, and playing games?

That's what the audience saw.

But if Dierser Ana was going to enter the water, it became a major operation. Before entering, she needed waterproof makeup and a non-transparent swimsuit. Afterward, she had to redo her hair, change clothes, and reapply makeup. Costume designers, hairstylists, and makeup artists had to be present throughout the shoot. Script details needed coordination between her agent and the production crew. And as for transporting all the necessary props? That was Yuan Wn's job.

Dierser Ana had been added to the reality show as a special guest by a jewelry company. The episode was set to air on Saturday. On Sunday, Mars Jewelry was launching a high-profile auction in New Tang.

A key segment of the show involved celebrity guests guessing the base price of various jewelry pieces.

While the celebrities ate, drank, and chatted, staff members would place jewelry in front of them for appraisal. The final scores would determine the winners among the guests. It was a standard game show segment-whether it was entertaining or awkward depended on the celebrities' charisma and the production quality.

If performed well, shot well, and edited well, it would be compelling television. If not, it would be cringeworthy.

The shoot took place on the first floor of a famous New Tang shopping mall. The nine-story mall had everything-dining, entertainment, and shopping.

Because the mall remained open during filming, the price-guessing segment was scheduled for 10 PM, after closing. Bright lighting made it impossible to tell whether the footage was shot during the day or night.

Yuan Wn grabbed a bento box and leaned against a pillar on the second floor, watching the filming process below.

From a staff member's perspective, he could see the hidden reality behind variety shows.

But this wasn't a behind-the-scenes feature-this was the industry's unspoken truth.
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Chapter 7: Night Patrol
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During the filming, a celebrity repeatedly halted production, dissatisfied with the lighting technician's work. They expressed their concerns, knowing that in the era of high-definition cameras, poor lighting could be detrimental to their image.

Some celebrities mistook sarcasm for humor, leading to multiple retakes. Two co-stars who appeared friendly on camera barely acknowledged each other during breaks.

Viewers would see a twenty-minute episode, but Yuan Wn estimated the filming would go on until at least 2 AM.

From his distant position, Yuan Wn couldn't see the celebrities' faces clearly or hear their conversations. After finishing his meal, he sat against a wall, watching the shoot through a glass railing. As drowsiness set in, he closed his eyes and drifted into sleep.

"Lie down if you can sit, sit if you can stand."

This wasn't laziness-it was a rule. Yuan Wn felt as if he had returned to his childhood.

"Hey!"

Yuan Wn opened his eyes and looked up. Under the bright lights, a beautiful woman stood before him. She had woken him up and turned to the others, saying, "Even the staff are this exhausted. Can we speed this up?"

The woman was a well-known actress, as famous as Dierser Ana-a wealthy heiress and a star in both film and music. What was her name again?

Yuan Wn quickly stood up and apologized, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry."

A production team member following behind her said, "Apologies, Miss Ran. This segment was a last-minute addition by Miss Dierser Ana's sponsor. It should be done in about an hour."

Miss Ran! Oh... Ran... what was it again?

Yuan Wn had zero interest in the entertainment industry. Celebrities came and went-regardless of personal opinions about them, they were part of the industry, like it or not.

Miss Ran glanced at the empty bento box on the ground and asked, "Hey, want to grab a bite with me?"

Yuan Wn smiled politely. "Thanks, but no."

"Hah!" She scoffed, clearly taken aback by his blunt refusal. Without another word, she and her entourage walked past him.

A security officer from New Tang's team remained behind. Once Miss Ran had left, he turned to Yuan Wn with annoyance. "How can you just sleep in the hallway? Show some restraint!"

Yuan Wn apologized again. "Sorry, I was tired."

The officer snapped, "Then go patrol! Head outside and check for paparazzi."

Yuan Wn hesitated. "Right now? Paparazzi for a reality show?"

"From Team Three, right? What's Larkin L doing? Stop standing there-move! What kind of people are they hiring? Sleeping in the hallway." The officer muttered complaints under his breath before catching up with Miss Ran's group.

Damn it. There's no way I can keep doing this job. But since he was still technically working, he obediently followed orders and went outside. No choice-I haven't gotten paid yet. If I quit now, I probably won't even see my two thousand yuan.

They don't care about the money, but if you disrespect them, they'll make your life miserable.

What can you do? Sue me? Go ahead, and I'll make sure you end up losing twenty grand instead.

...

Outside, the mall's first and second floors were brightly lit, but Yuan Wn patrolled beyond the glow. He wasn't the only one stuck in this mess-two other temporary workers were also wandering the streets. When they crossed paths, they exchanged nods before continuing their rounds.

Like Yuan Wn, they wore ID badges but had no official uniforms-just more temporary hires.

Meanwhile, inside the mall, the reality show had reached its climax: the unveiling of the final piece of jewelry-the Black Fire Meteor.

(Some readers have pointed out that there is no such thing as a "black ruby." While the term does not exist in gemology, there are naturally occurring dark red gemstones, such as the Black Prince's Ruby.)

Four men in suits solemnly carried in a safe. One entered a code, while another used their fingerprint to unlock it. Inside was a single red silk box.

Under the watchful eyes of the guests, a male celebrity stepped forward, retrieved the box, and placed it on the table.

The male star had a sharp wit and a knack for working the crowd. After some playful banter, he invited Dierser Ana to open the box.

As the jewelry ambassador, Dierser Ana naturally took center stage. She stepped forward and gently lifted the lid, revealing a deep crimson gemstone that shimmered like flowing blood.

A cameraman moved in for a close-up, while the stationary cameras zoomed in on the gemstone.

After the shots were taken, Dierser Ana began her introduction. "This gemstone is called the Black Fire Meteor..."

The male star interrupted, joking, "Black Fire Meteor-does that mean it moves fast?"

Dierser Ana chuckled. "Wong Gracie, only your jewelry runs away!"

As soon as she finished speaking, something that looked like a suction cup suddenly shot down from above, latching onto the gemstone. A thin wire tightened rapidly-whoosh!-and the gemstone vanished into the darkness above.

Instinctively, everyone looked up, but the gemstone had already disappeared into the unlit upper floors. Even if the lights had been on, it would have been impossible to see where it had gone.

One of the suited men yelled into his radio, "999! Lock down all exits. Repeat-999! Lock down all exits!"

Chaos erupted-security guards scrambled, celebrities were left stunned, and the atmosphere grew tense.

Wong Gracie, ever the entertainer, tried to ease the awkwardness. "Wow, talk about living up to its name! Flew off like a real meteor. If you have money, you should get one. Only 999! Not a scam, not a rip-off. Perfect for surprising your loved one on Valentine's Day!"

...

At that moment, Yuan Wn was still patrolling outside. As a temp worker, he only had a phone, not a radio-so he had no idea what had just happened inside.

As he approached a dimly lit alley, a man wearing a television crew vest appeared from around the corner. The man glanced at Yuan Wn before calmly walking into the shadows.

They were about fifteen meters apart-Yuan Wn was heading north, while the man moved east. Based on their pace, Yuan Wn would pass the intersection two meters ahead of the man.

They exchanged glances but continued walking. As they neared the intersection, Yuan Wn stopped. The man also halted.

Yuan Wn stood motionless at the boundary between light and darkness. He had already noticed that the man's face was a disguise-a finely crafted human-skin mask. But no matter how well-made, it couldn't withstand Yuan Wn's close scrutiny.

Moreover, Yuan Wn knew that there were no exits near where the man had come from.

After ten seconds of silence, the man spoke in a muffled voice, "Two thousand yuan for grunt work should be enough, don't you think?" Clearly, he knew Yuan Wn's employment status.

Yuan Wn replied, "I take the money, I do the job. You can leave, but leave the item behind."

The man shifted his weight left. Yuan Wn stepped right, blocking his path.

"Heh... Ha... Haha!" The man laughed, then pulled the Black Fire Meteor from his pocket and gently placed it on the railing beside him.

Then, he stepped left, took another step, and vanished into the darkness. "Until we meet again."

Damn you! Can't you come up with a new line? So cliche.

Yuan Wn stepped forward, picked up the Black Fire Meteor, and suddenly heard an amplified voice from the darkness:

"The thief is here! Gray T-shirt!"

What?!

For a moment, Yuan Wn was stunned. Suddenly, people swarmed in from all directions. Bright searchlights from the mall's upper levels shone down on him. And in his hand? The stolen gemstone.

F-!

How cutthroat has the world become?!

Two security guards charged in with rubber batons. How could he explain this?

Ancient wisdom was right: surrender, and you lose half.

Looking at their stance, surrendering might mean getting beaten half to death.

Yuan Wn grabbed one of the incoming batons with his left hand and jabbed two fingers into the guard's armpit. The man groaned, and Yuan Wn snatched his weapon.

With his new baton, he blocked a strike from the second guard. Sliding his baton along his opponent's weapon, he struck the second guard squarely on the head.
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