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Chapter 1: Missing
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May in M City brought a cool breeze, the sun bright but without warmth. At the entrance of the police station, Lin Olivia shook her head, trying to clear her mind and focus—but it was useless. Memories came flooding back, dragging her under:

A scattered briefcase, high heels, black stockings, a suit jacket, a hastily yanked-off tie—the chaotic scene of stolen passion...

She stumbled, nearly falling, and quickly grabbed the doorframe of the police station for support.

Damn it. The echoes of moans and heavy breathing, the humid air thick with sweat and perfume—it felt like a dark, insidious poison, catching her off guard.

A flash of a fruit knife’s cold blade, crimson blood, an ambulance, a stark white hospital room, the pungent smell of disinfectant...

Lin Olivia steadied herself, took a deep breath, and pulled open the door of the police station. Striding into the service hall, she approached the officer on duty and said, "I haven’t been able to reach my husband all day."

"Has it been more than 24 hours?" The officer glanced up, scrutinizing her from head to toe, his gaze lingering on her feet.

Lin Olivia instinctively looked down. She had thrown on a coat before leaving, hadn’t fixed her hair, and—oh. She was wearing slippers.

"Let me think... The last time I saw him was yesterday morning. He left for work around eight or nine, like usual. As of this morning, it’s been 24 hours," she muttered, tugging at her collar and shrinking into her coat. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of her left wrist—the delicate diamond-studded bracelet shimmered against her skin. She quickly stuffed her left hand into her coat pocket.

"It’s so cold," she blurted out suddenly.

"You haven’t had any contact with your husband since he left for work?" the officer asked.

"I sent him messages—he didn’t reply. I called last night—no answer."

"Oh?" The officer’s lips twitched slightly.

Noticing his thoughtful expression, Lin Olivia lowered her head. In her pocket, her index finger gently rubbed against the pendant hanging from her bracelet—a habit she had developed over the past two years. Whenever she felt uneasy, she would instinctively shake her wrist, letting the pendant brush against her palm, stroking it repeatedly between her fingers.

"Here, fill out this ‘Missing Person Report’ form," the officer said, handing her a document.

Lin Olivia stood still.

"Hey! I’m talking to you! Come fill out the form," he raised his voice, startling her.
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Three days later, a police officer contacted Lin Olivia, asking to visit her home at ten in the morning to discuss Zheng Liam’s disappearance.

Lin Olivia took the morning off work. Before ten, she meticulously tidied up the house. Standing in the living room, she scanned her surroundings repeatedly until she was satisfied. Letting out a breath, she turned to check herself in the mirror.

She tousled her hair, making it appear naturally messy. Her reflection still carried that youthful, artistic air—bright, clear eyes, pure and innocent.

When she first met Zheng Liam, he was already a rising star in the training industry, a well-known instructor with countless students. A man who had seen all types of people—yet he had fallen for her at first sight. Their relationship had progressed effortlessly—dating, marriage—before she knew it, she had become Mrs. Zheng.

Lin Olivia flashed herself a sweet, signature smile in the mirror. It had been a long time since she had seen herself smile like that.

She sat down on the sofa, pulling out her phone to check the time. A notification popped up—someone had sent a friend request on WeChat. She ignored it. But a moment later, another request came through.

The message read:

"Did you think no one would find out?"

Lin Olivia’s hand trembled. Her heart pounded violently.

A thought crossed her mind. Could it be...?

She hesitated, then clicked "Accept."

Just then, a knock sounded at the door.

Lin Olivia quickly closed the WeChat window, locked her phone, and hurried to the entrance. She checked the security monitor—a man in uniform stood outside.

She opened the door and welcomed the officer in.

"Good morning, Mrs. Zheng. My name is Officer Cao. You reported your husband missing a few days ago, correct?" Officer Cao introduced himself, flashing his badge before glancing around the apartment.

He had a square face, tanned skin, and a tall, lean frame. His sharp eyes exuded a shrewd and authoritative presence.

"Officer Cao, please come in," Lin Olivia said warmly, stepping aside. "Would you like something to drink?"

Officer Cao studied her for a moment, then cast a glance toward the bedroom before sitting on the sofa. Removing his cap, he smoothed down his buzz-cut hair, resting the cap on his arm. His presence carried a natural authority, making the air feel heavy.

Lin Olivia pulled up a chair and sat opposite him.

"Has Zheng Liam still not contacted you?" Officer Cao asked.

"No. The night I got back from the police station, I called around to family and friends—no one had seen him." She picked up her phone, ready to show her outgoing call log.

Officer Cao raised a hand, signaling her to stop. She put the phone down.

She and Zheng Liam had moved to M City years ago. Their social circle was small— just a few relatives and acquaintances. Everyone was caught up in their own busy lives, and even reaching out every few months was considered frequent. There was little chance of finding any useful information from them.

Officer Cao likely understood this.

"Think carefully—did Zheng Liam exhibit any unusual behavior before he disappeared?" he asked, fixing his gaze on her.

"Unusual behavior?" Lin Olivia sat straight, meeting his gaze without flinching. Her right hand rested between her knees, while her left hung naturally at her side. She liked this posture—it allowed her bracelet’s pendant to nestle securely in her palm, giving her a sense of comfort.

"That bracelet is quite unique," Officer Cao remarked. "Did Zheng Liam give it to you?"

"No, I bought it myself," she replied.

Officer Cao lifted his head, looking at her with intrigue. He seemed to be choosing his words carefully before speaking slowly, "You seem like the artistic type, not someone who wears a lot of jewelry. Even in your bedroom—there’s a large wedding portrait right across from the door, but you’re not wearing a necklace in it. I can’t tell from here whether you were wearing a bracelet."

He stood up, heading toward the bedroom.

"I wasn’t," Lin Olivia answered calmly. "The photographer said my dress didn’t suit jewelry." She shrugged.

"After that, my husband used it as an excuse to never buy me any accessories." She pulled a helpless face.

"May I take a closer look at your bracelet?" Officer Cao asked, pausing.

"Uh... sure." Lin Olivia glanced at him before unclasping her bracelet and handing it over.

Officer Cao raised an eyebrow but didn’t take it. Instead, he looked at the bracelet, then at Lin Olivia.

"It is quite unique. You can put it back on," he said.

Lin Olivia maintained her smile and fastened the bracelet in front of him.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence was heavy, awkward.

"Ahem," Officer Cao cleared his throat. "If you think of any leads, contact me. Also... may I use your restroom?"

"Go ahead, it’s over there," Lin Olivia gestured toward the bedroom.

When Officer Cao emerged, he walked straight to the door. "It’s getting late. I need to visit Zheng Liam’s workplace. I’ll take my leave."

"Alright. I’ll reach out if I remember anything."

The moment the door shut behind him, Lin Olivia’s expression changed. She yanked off the bracelet, revealing an ugly scar on her left wrist.

Crouching down, she clutched her wrist tightly, as if letting go would mean losing everything.

Meanwhile, Officer Cao recalled the male corpse found in the suburbs that morning.

Not far from the dump site, they had recovered a wallet. Inside, an ID card.

Name: Zheng Liam.
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Chapter 2: The Corpse
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“What do we have at the scene?” Officer Cao asked as he arrived, directing his question to the officers investigating the site.

He frowned at the charred corpse before him. A murder followed by burning the body—M City hadn’t seen such a brutal crime in years.

“Captain Cao, the body has been severely burned. This is a dumping site, not the murder scene—there are no signs of the victim being burned here. Due to the extensive burns, we can’t determine any physical features. However, based on skeletal structure, the victim appears to be male. The time of death is unclear at this stage— we’ll need forensic analysis for that.”

“A wallet was found about 800 meters from here in the bushes. It’s a men’s leather wallet containing an ID card—Name: Zheng Liam, Male, 35 years old. There are also five membership cards, a car wash card, a restaurant receipt, and a supermarket receipt. No cash. The wallet is a short Gucci model.”

Liu glanced at Captain Cao, whose expression remained grim. His eyes were locked onto the corpse, veins bulging on his forehead.

When Liu first saw the body, he was struck by its unnatural posture—burned bones twisted into a grotesque arch, reminiscent of some kind of sacrificial offering. The sight sent a chill down his spine, making his scalp tingle. He instinctively shivered.

Turning to Wang, who had arrived with him, Liu noticed his colleague standing with his mouth agape, unable to close it. If it weren’t for the presence of bystanders, Wang might have screamed out loud.

Liu shook off his unease and continued, “Captain, the person who reported the body was a 55-year-old man walking his dog in the morning. He lives about three to four kilometers from here. He was quite shaken—Officer Xu Emma is with him now.”

Cao remained silent, circling the body as he analyzed the scene. The other officers, busy collecting evidence, fell into an uneasy silence, awaiting his response.

The outskirts of the city were always quiet, but now the stillness was unsettling. The only sound was the rustling of leaves as the wind passed through the trees.

“Where are the victim’s fingernails?” Cao finally asked.

“Captain, the fingernails on both hands and feet have been removed. We couldn’t find them at the scene,” said Zhang from forensics. “Also, the removal happened after the body was burned. It was likely done with pliers or a similar tool.”

“That’s strange. Why wouldn’t the killer remove the nails before burning the body?” Zhang mused.

“They must have realized too late that something incriminating was stuck under the nails—something that fire wouldn’t destroy,” Cao concluded.

“No footprints or tire tracks from the killer?” Cao asked.

“Only the footprints of the witness and his dog,” Liu replied.

Cao shot Liu a sharp look. “Come here.”

“What is it, Captain?” Liu walked over, puzzled.

Cao raised his hand and smacked Liu on the head. “How many times have I told you? Report important findings first! No killer footprints is a crucial detail—why didn’t you say it sooner?”

“And another thing,” Cao continued, his gaze serious. “Until we confirm the victim’s identity, don’t assume it’s Zheng Liam. The body is too burned to make that call. Be precise in your reports.”

After issuing orders for further investigation, Cao raised his voice to address the team.

“Search every inch of this place! Start from the body and spread out—check every tree, every blade of grass, every rock. Dig if you have to! I want any trace of how the killer got rid of this body!”
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Chapter 3: The Scheming Mistress
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Do you really think no one will notice?

After Officer Cao left, Lin Olivia kept staring at the newly added WeChat contact:


•  WeChat name: lost

•  WeChat ID: qwerty_1234

•  Location: Iceland

•  Profile picture: A completely black image, exuding an air of mystery and danger. The more she stared at it, the more it felt like her soul was being drawn in.


Lin Olivia mulled it over. A Biao was trustworthy. Other than him, only three people might have suspected something. Could it be her—the scheming mistress?

[image: image]

Two years ago, Lin Olivia had once been in her husband Zheng Liam’s car when she noticed an empty water bottle lying around. At first glance, there was nothing unusual, just an empty bottle that hadn't been thrown away. But then she caught sight of a faint pink lipstick mark on the rim.

Her intuition screamed that something was off.

The bottle was covered in French text, with a sticker showing it was an imported product distributed by a Chinese supplier. She and Zheng Liam had never bought this brand before.

It was early summer in M City, a season of high humidity and sweltering heat. The fact that the lipstick mark was still barely visible after the entire bottle had been consumed suggested that the lipstick was lightweight and breathable—a trendy shade that year. Whoever owned it was undoubtedly a fashionable woman.

The way the bottle had been discarded casually in the car rather than taken away as trash spoke volumes. It meant she was close enough to Zheng Liam to disregard social etiquette.

The image of the water bottle danced before Lin Olivia’s eyes, and soon, its curvy silhouette morphed into the figure of a seductive young woman. She could almost see her, lips parting as she sipped the water, long slender fingers twirling the empty bottle absentmindedly before setting it down in the cup holder next to the passenger seat— smug, confident, completely at ease.

Reclining in the passenger seat, the woman’s low-cut, body-hugging dress would just barely reveal a hint of cleavage. Her sultry eyes would be fixed on the man behind the wheel, already plotting how to make this elegant, wealthy husband her own.

A classic scheming mistress.
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Lin Olivia didn’t confront Zheng Liam right away. Instead, she secretly bought a GPS tracker and, while he was away on a business trip, took the car to a repair shop.

“I’m worried about car theft,” she told the mechanic. “Can you install the tracker somewhere really hidden? Preferably in a way that even if the whole car flipped over, no one would notice it.”

The mechanic chuckled. “Got it.”

With the tracker in place, Lin Olivia began quietly tracking Zheng Liam’s movements.

Two weeks later, Zheng Liam told her he had a late meeting and would be home late.

Oh really? Let’s see if you’re actually at a meeting.

That evening, Lin Olivia packed a bag and took a taxi to stake out Zheng Liam’s office building. The moment work hours ended, she saw his car pull out of the parking garage.

Meeting, huh? Let’s see where this “meeting” is.

She tailed him all the way to an old residential area, where he parked his car. Then, after a few twists and turns, he slipped into the high-end apartment complex next door.

Lin Olivia followed at a careful distance. She waited until he entered a building and took the elevator up.

Clever. The elevator stopped at floors 12, 15, and 18—but she had seen only one person inside. Clearly, he was trying to confuse any would-be follower.

Nice try.

Trusting her gut, Lin Olivia headed straight for the 16th floor. It was a four-unit-perfloor layout. She had no idea which apartment he had entered—until she looked down.

A trash bag sat outside Apartment 1602, filled with empty water bottles. The same imported brand.

Bingo. Found you, mistress.

[image: image]

Standing by the 16th-floor elevator, Lin Olivia glanced toward the opposite building and had an idea. She hurried to the other tower, climbed up to the 16th floor, and leaned against the corridor window—staring directly at the apartment across.

Then, she dialed Zheng Liam’s number.

The familiar ringtone played:

A sevening fell, a maiden stood

At the edge of a wood

In her hands lay the reins of a stallion

And never had I seen

A girl as fair

Heard a gentler voice anywhere

Whispered, alas, she belonged...

Belonged to another...

It was the theme song from "Legends of the Fall", the film she and Zheng Liam loved the most.

Lin Olivia had set this as his ringtone herself. As the music swelled, she found herself lost in memories. Susannah’s voice echoed in her mind:

"Forever turned out to be too long."

"I still sometimes dream that I’m the mother of your children."

Tears streamed down Lin Olivia’s face. She turned toward the cold wall beside her, sobbing silently.

Meanwhile, the phone rang on and on. No one picked up.

After what felt like an eternity, she snapped out of it and ended the call.

Two seconds later, her phone rang.

The caller ID flashed: “Husband”

Lin Olivia’s breath hitched. She hurriedly wiped her tears and picked up.

“Hello, hubby.” She paused for a moment, steadying her voice. “Why didn’t you answer just now?”

“I’m in a meeting, didn’t I tell you? Why are you calling me when I’m busy?” His impatient voice rang through the receiver.

Lin Olivia turned back toward the opposite building.

And there he was.

That familiar silhouette, standing on a balcony. He was wearing the blue dress shirt she had ironed for him. Phone in his right hand, his left was fumbling inside his pocket.

She knew exactly what he was looking for—his cigarettes and lighter.

He always liked to light a cigarette when talking on the phone.

But... wasn’t the mistress supposed to be dead?
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Chapter 4: Identifying the Body
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On the morning of the 16th, Lin Olivia received a call from Officer Cao, asking her to come to the station to identify a body. He advised her to bring a family member or friend along, as they had found Zheng Liam’s wallet at the scene. There was a possibility he had been murdered, and she should be prepared for the worst.

“Lin Olivia, we’re here.”

Wu Fang gently nudged the dazed Lin Olivia.

They had arrived at the police station. Wu Fang, always considerate, took Lin Olivia’s right hand and looped her arm through hers. The warmth of her palm spread through Lin Olivia, giving her a sense of security—like the pendant nestled in her left hand.

Upstairs, when the officers heard she was Zheng Liam’s family, a few of them paused their work to glance at her. Their eyes were filled with sympathy.

A female officer said, “Please wait here. Captain Cao is in a case briefing.”

Case briefing... Lin Olivia silently repeated the words. She followed the officer’s direction and sat on a chair in the corner. There were two other groups waiting just like them.

Hearing footsteps, Lin Olivia turned to look. A team of officers emerged from a room at the end of the hallway. Leading them was Officer Cao, the one who had visited her home.

“Officer Cao.” As they approached, Lin Olivia stood up and greeted him.

“Lin Olivia, hello.” Officer Cao glanced at Wu Fang, hesitated briefly, then gave her a nod. Wu Fang instinctively stood up and greeted him as well.

Officer Cao turned to his team and gave them a few instructions. The officers quickly dispersed.

“Come with me,” he said. Then he turned and called out, “Xu Emma, come along.”

The female officer from earlier followed. Xu Emma... Lin Olivia took a closer look at her—tall and slender, fair-skinned, with delicate features. A true beauty in uniform.

Officer Cao led them to view a digitally reconstructed image of the deceased. Lin Olivia stared at the computer-generated picture. It looked like Zheng Liam—close enough to be him.

Then, they lifted the white sheet covering the body.

A charred corpse lay before her.

“Ah!”

Lin Olivia let out a scream, recoiling instantly. She pressed herself against the wall, gasping for air. “No, no, no! You’ve made a mistake!” Tears streamed down her face.

Xu Emma rushed over, handing her tissues.

“That’s not him... It can’t be him... You’ve made a mistake...” Lin Olivia repeated mechanically.

Wu Fang clutched her hand tightly. “Yes, they must be mistaken. Let’s go home, Lin Olivia.”

Officer Cao assigned Xu Emma to assist the other families in identifying their loved ones. He personally drove Lin Olivia and Wu Fang home, collecting a hair sample for DNA testing before leaving.

Wu Fang stayed with Lin Olivia for the rest of the day. The next evening, she cooked dinner, ate with Lin Olivia, cleaned up, and only then left.

After Wu Fang was gone, Lin Olivia opened the wardrobe. Inside, Zheng Liam’s suits and shirts were neatly pressed. His polished leather shoes sat in perfect order. His toothbrush, toothpaste, cup in the bathroom... the bed, the pillow... his cigarettes, lighter... every corner of the house...

She picked up her phone and dialed Officer Cao.

“Oh, Lin Olivia! I was just about to call you.” He answered on the second ring. “What’s up?”

“I received a strange message on WeChat.”

“What did it say? Why didn’t you mention this yesterday when we were at your place?”

“Sorry, I forgot,” Lin Olivia replied flatly. If you confirm the body is Zheng Liam’s, you’ll investigate everyone connected to him. As his wife, I’ll be the first on that list. You’d find the message sooner or later.

There was a long silence on the other end. Then Officer Cao spoke in a low, steady voice.

“Lin Olivia, the DNA results came back today. The body is confirmed to be Zheng Liam.”
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Chapter 5: A Woman's Corpse
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On the evening of the 16th, Officer Cao sat in his office, staring at the DNA comparison report in his hands, deep in thought. The submitted sample: hair. Blood type: O. Match: 100%. The sample was a perfect match to the deceased.

Scenes flashed through his mind—visiting Zheng Liam’s residence, the body disposal site, the corpse identification process. One name kept surfacing: Lin Olivia.

After confirming the identity of the deceased, the officers investigated Zheng Liam and Lin Olivia’s call records, WeChat messages, online shopping history, ID-based hotel stays, and travel bookings.

Zheng Liam had a complicated social life—he had a wife, a mistress, and ambiguous relationships with a female colleague and a female trainee. He often gathered with friends, went karaoke, and frequently came home late or not at all.

Lin Olivia, on the other hand, was as blank as a sheet of paper. She had no close colleagues except for Wu Fang, the friend who accompanied her to identify the body. Most of her family and relatives lived in her hometown. She rarely used WeChat, barely made phone calls, and lived a simple, restrained life as the legitimate Mrs. Zheng. She neither indulged in luxury nor sought status and wealth.

Years of experience as a detective gave Officer Cao a nagging feeling that something about Lin Olivia was off—but what? Her social ties were minimal, so how did she spend her time? Cooking and cleaning all day?

She was polite, composed, and poised. Even after learning of her husband’s murder and seeing his charred corpse, her grief was measured, never excessive.

If she was so calm, then what had driven her to slit her wrists in a suicide attempt?

Officer Cao rubbed his temples and walked to the window, gazing at the illuminated city of M. The streetlights cast warm yet piercing beams into the night, but in the shadows beyond their reach, crimes might already be unfolding.

Just then, the shrill ring of the office phone shattered the night’s silence. Officer Wang answered, his expression growing serious. “A woman’s corpse? Address? Okay, don’t touch anything. Secure the scene. We’ll be there immediately.”

“Captain Cao, a woman’s body has been found at Lidu International, Building 5, Unit 2, Apartment 1602.”

Lidu International? Officer Cao repeated the name, recalling something—the receipt found in Zheng Liam’s wallet at the body disposal site. It was from Wumei Supermarket, Lidu International branch. The purchase was made two months ago.

Back then, he had wondered—who keeps a supermarket receipt for two whole months?

With his team, Officer Cao rushed to Lidu International, quickly dispersing onlookers and setting up a perimeter. He approached the security guard for details.

“Officer, I’m Wang, the guard responsible for this building. You know, this is a highend complex—residents need access cards to enter. Over the past few days, people on the 16th floor complained about a foul smell. We cleared out hallway trash and checked the garbage chute, but the stench only got worse. Neighbors kept reporting it, so we investigated again. That’s when we realized the smell was coming from 1602. We knocked, but no one answered. We contacted the registered tenant—no response. Left with no choice, we used the spare key from property management to enter. And then...” The guard’s voice faltered.

“Take your time,” Officer Cao reassured him.

“I pushed the door open, and the stench was overwhelming. I forced myself inside and... in the bathroom... in the bathtub... there was a corpse! The water was blackish-red, the whole room reeked, and the hair—it was matted, sticking to the rotting face. The whole body was decayed. She was wearing a black-red dress...” The guard stammered, glancing fearfully toward the apartment as if expecting the corpse to crawl out and strangle him.

Officer Cao immediately deployed forensic, fingerprint, and investigative teams. They secured evidence, retrieved surveillance footage, and questioned neighbors, supermarket staff, and property management.

The Next Day

On the afternoon of the 17th, Officer Cao received the autopsy report and compiled findings from various investigations. He convened an urgent case analysis meeting.

“We’ve discovered two bodies in our city in quick succession. Since the victims knew each other, we are officially treating these as linked murders and arson. Higher authorities are demanding we solve the case within a week. Let’s consolidate our findings.” His tone was grave.

“Captain, while searching the scene this morning, our team found a hidden compartment behind the victim’s headboard. Inside, there was a warehouse rental contract and a key. The contract was signed by Li Luna a month ago. Officers Wang and Zhang are en route to the warehouse in the southern suburbs of M City.”

Officer Cao nodded approvingly at Officer Liu, who, encouraged by the recognition, continued with his report.

“The victim has been identified: Li Luna, female, 24. She moved to M City three years ago and worked as a receptionist at an advertising firm. With her good looks, she had no shortage of male admirers. However, her relationships with female colleagues were strained—probably jealousy over her lavish lifestyle and designer outfits.”

At this, Officer Liu glanced at Officer Xu Emma, who predictably wore a disdainful expression. Back at the victim’s apartment, Xu Emma had scoffed at the collection of luxury handbags, sneering that Li Luna must have been a mistress or a corrupt official’s lover. Women and their jealousy—an undeniable force.

“Li Luna lived alone at Lidu International, paying rent annually. She pursued a luxurious lifestyle, wearing designer brands and using high-end products—far beyond what her receptionist salary could afford,” Officer Liu emphasized. “Someone was financing her.”

Officer Cao nodded, then turned to the forensics team. “Cause and time of death?”

“Forensic analysis places her time of death around May 9—seven days ago. This aligns closely with Zheng Liam’s disappearance and murder. His wife, Lin Olivia, was the last known person to see him alive on the morning of May 8. Due to the extensive burning of Zheng Liam’s body, his exact time of death remains uncertain.”

“We recovered two sets of fingerprints from the victim’s apartment: hers and Zheng Liam’s. No signs of a third party. Cause of death—her left radial artery was severed with a sharp object, resulting in fatal blood loss. The wound is shallow on the left, deep on the right. The weapon, a fruit knife, was found below her right hand, which rested on the bathtub’s edge. The handle bore only her fingerprints. Toxicology revealed high blood alcohol levels—she had been heavily intoxicated before death.”

Officer Cao furrowed his brows, pinching his chin in thought.

“Technical team, any progress?” he asked, shifting his gaze to Officer Li.

“We reviewed her WeChat, QQ, and Weibo. On May 8 at 10:42 PM, she posted: ‘If we cannot be together openly, I’d rather die with you. Love that defies the world can only be vindicated by death.’

“Due to server limitations, WeChat records only extend seven days back. However, we retrieved data stored on her phone, covering over a year. We’re working through it chronologically. Most conversations are casual family chats, but the most frequent contacts were Zheng Liam, Wong Logan, and Jia Jayden. All three had inappropriate relationships with her. Many other men messaged her, but infrequently.” Officer Li sighed. “Reading all this feels like prying into someone’s private life.”

Officer Cao nodded thoughtfully. The real WeChat data was on the device itself— server logs were too limited. Zheng Liam and Lin Olivia’s prior investigation had merely scratched the surface. And Zheng Liam’s phone—where was it?

The room fell silent as officers whispered amongst themselves.

“Maybe she killed Zheng Liam and then herself.”

“Or maybe a jealous lover took them both out.”

Just then, Officer Cao’s phone rang. His face darkened as he listened.

He hung up and stood. “Let’s go. The warehouse—there’s been a major discovery.”
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Chapter 6: The Cremation Site
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Officer Cao led a team of officers to a warehouse on the outskirts of town. The warehouse, situated at the foot of a desolate mountain, appeared to have been built privately for storage. It was about thirty square meters in size, mostly empty, with no piles of old items and very little dust on the ground.

What stood out was the northwest corner near the window, enclosed by sheets of iron. Both the iron and the surrounding walls were blackened by smoke, showing clear signs of burning. The forensic team collected ashes from the burned materials for analysis.

“Have you contacted the owner of the warehouse?” Officer Cao asked.

“He’s already here. His surname is Wang, 65 years old. Xu Emma is taking his statement,” Officer Wang replied.

“Wang?” Officer Cao glanced out the window of the warehouse. Across from Xu Emma sat an elderly man with graying hair, nodding and bowing, looking very cooperative.

Officer Cao quickly stepped out of the warehouse and approached them.

“Hello, Mr. Wang. I’m Officer Cao.”

“Oh, Cao... Cao... Officer Cao, okay, okay,” the elderly man stammered, clearly nervous.

“Sir, take your time. No need to rush,” Xu Emma reassured him.

“Oh, thank... thank you, Officer... Officer Xu,” Mr. Wang stuttered even more as he became flustered.

Officer Cao turned to Xu Emma and asked, “The lease agreement clearly shows Zhao Kaifu as the signer. Why is Mr. Wang the owner?”

“Captain Cao, Mr. Wang never rented out the warehouse and doesn’t know Zhao Kaifu. This place has been abandoned for a long time, with only some old furniture stored inside. Mr. Wang has trouble walking and lives far away, so he hasn’t checked on it for over six months,” Xu Emma explained.

“Yes... yes... that’s right. I... I don’t... don’t know any... any Zhao Kaifu. Officer... Officer Cao, I... I... I really don’t know anything,” Mr. Wang hurriedly clarified.

The warehouse was used for storing old furniture and had been left unattended for half a year. But where was the furniture? Was it burned or moved elsewhere? The forensic team found no footprints on the warehouse floor. The lease agreement had Zhao Kaifu’s name on it, yet there wasn’t even a copy of an ID attached—was it a fabricated contract? If so, what was the purpose? Was someone trying to lead them to this warehouse on purpose? Officer Cao’s expression grew darker as he pondered.

“Officer Cao, I’ve finished taking Mr. Wang’s statement. I’ll go help out inside,” Xu Emma said, noticing the serious look on his captain’s face. He quickly ran back into the warehouse.

“Hey, I’m telling you, the captain seems off today. Be careful,” Xu Emma whispered to his colleagues.

“No kidding. We’ve only got seven days to crack this case—pressure’s high,” Officer Wang replied.

“But we found the murder and cremation site! That’s a huge breakthrough!” Officer Liu added.

“Alright, let’s get to work,” Xu Emma shot Liu a look.

After completing the on-site investigation, the team returned to the station for a case analysis meeting.

“The forensic team analyzed the burned remains from the site. The results confirmed traces of human tissue and burnt clothing fibers. Additionally, blood detection reagents revealed that there had been a large amount of blood on the warehouse floor. Lab tests confirmed that the blood belonged to Zheng Liam. This proves that the warehouse was indeed the crime scene where he was killed and cremated,” Officer Cao announced.

“I knew it! The moment I saw that burned corner, I felt like we had found the right place,” Officer Wang said smugly, whispering to Xu Emma.

Xu Emma shot him a glare, thinking, Have you solved the case? Have you caught the killer? He recalled Officer Cao’s grave expression outside the warehouse—this case was far from simple.

“Forensics determined that Zheng Liam died from blunt force trauma to the head, resulting in intracranial bleeding. Based on the skull fractures and analysis of the impact site, the murder weapon was a metal object with sharp edges. The crime scene had been cleaned, leaving no footprints behind. We didn’t find the murder weapon or the victim’s missing fingernails at the site,” Officer Liu from forensics reported.

Why was Zheng Liam at such a remote warehouse? Who was he meeting? It must have been someone he knew—why else would he agree to meet a stranger in such an isolated location? Unless the meeting was extremely important to him... Officer Cao mulled over the possibilities.

“What’s the status of the surveillance footage from the three key locations?” Officer Cao asked.

“The warehouse is in a secluded village with no surveillance cameras. The nearest camera is three kilometers away on the highway. We are reviewing footage from the past month but haven’t found Zheng Liam’s vehicle. As for the cameras at Lidu International Residences and near the body disposal site, there were no matching vehicles in both areas,” Officer Li from the tech team reported.

“Lidu International is a high-end apartment complex. In addition to the entrance cameras, each unit has surveillance at its doorway and on each floor. However, the building’s system only stores footage for seven days. The entrance and 16th-floor cameras show that the only visitor to Apartment 1602 in the past week was a delivery worker. He knocked, made a call, and then left. The only other person recorded was a security guard collecting garbage from each floor,” Officer Li added.

“The delivery worker is Wang Xiaoshun. He has been working for the courier company for over a year and regularly delivers to that apartment complex. The security guard, surnamed Wang, was the one who reported the case. He was collecting garbage with another guard at the time and never entered the apartment. Their statements match,” Officer Liu confirmed.

“An interesting find—the package delivered that day was taken into evidence. When we opened it, we found a box of HIV test kits. The order was placed three days before the victim’s death and took a week to arrive. By the time it was delivered, Wenwen had already been dead for four days,” Officer Liu added.

Upon hearing “HIV test kits,” murmurs spread through the room.

“With a messy personal life like hers, she probably suspected she had HIV. Could that have triggered the murder?”

“This is why young women should be more careful,” Officer Liu commented, sneaking a glance at Xu Emma.

“But Wenwen’s autopsy showed no signs of HIV infection,” Xu Emma pointed out.

“Correct. She did not have HIV,” Officer Cao confirmed.

“Captain, could Wenwen have suspected that Zheng Liam infected her with HIV? Maybe they fought, and she accidentally killed him before committing suicide?” Officer Liu suggested.

His words sparked laughter among the team. Officer Cao shot him a sharp look. “A young woman, physically weak, managed to kill Zheng Liam, drag him all the way to a remote warehouse, and dispose of his body without leaving a trace? How?”

“Maybe Zheng Liam refused to break u—” Liu trailed off, realizing he couldn’t answer the captain’s questions. He looked embarrassed and kept quiet.

“A crime of passion would make sense, but if the motive was just to kill Zheng Liam, why go through the trouble of cremating the body and removing his fingernails?” Officer Wang asked, still puzzled.

“We found Wenwen’s phone number linked to a supermarket membership. Ten days before her death, she purchased enough groceries for a week, spending 623 yuan. But she died three days later—most of the food should have remained, yet none was found at the crime scene.”

“Additionally, she visited a neurologist, Dr. Xu Min, a month and a half ago. Xu specializes in depression treatment. Wenwen went alone, saying she often felt down, had frequent breakdowns, and struggled with sleep. Xu diagnosed her with mild depressive tendencies but didn’t prescribe medication, advising her to return for a follow-up in a month. However, she never went back,” Officer Wang reported.

The case was becoming more tangled than ever.
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Chapter 7: Shrouded in Mystery
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"Can the forensic team rule out the possibility of suicide in Li Luna’s case?" Officer Cao asked directly.

"Captain Cao, based on the scene, the fatal wound on Li Luna's left wrist, the depth and direction of the cut, as well as footprints and other traces, do not entirely rule out suicide. Moreover, the victim had a history of depression. People with depressive tendencies are more susceptible to external triggers, which could lead to suicide," Officer Wang from the forensic team replied.

"How’s the online investigation going?" Officer Cao asked impatiently.

"Officer Cao, Li Luna’s online shopping history shows no orders in the past month except for an HIV test kit. Previously, she regularly purchased clothes and handbags. Her ride-hailing records indicate frequent trips to ** Bar and ** Mall. On WeChat, she had frequent conversations with Zheng Liam over the past six months, often arranging to meet and discussing daily life. However, in the last three months, their chats involved more arguments, with Li Luna using increasingly harsh words. There were also frequent financial transactions—Zheng Liam transferred money to her often, amounts ranging from 5,000 to 10,000 yuan at a time.

"Meanwhile, her chats with Wong Logan and Jia Jayden became less frequent, though she still met them occasionally—three times with Wong Logan and twice with Jia Jayden. From Zheng Liam’s conversations, it appears he was unaware of Li Luna’s involvement with other men.

"On Weibo, Li Luna posted regularly, mostly emotional reflections and melancholic musings. Strangely, the people who interacted most with her posts—likes and comments—were new acquaintances, while Zheng Liam, Wong Logan, and Jia Jayden, despite their intimate relationships with her, had little interaction.

"Her call records from early May to the night her body was found on May 16 show 54 calls. In the 24 hours before and after her death, she received five incoming calls, none of which she answered. She made three outgoing calls—one to her mother, lasting eight minutes, one to Zheng Liam, lasting about a minute and a half, and one to someone named Li Yuan, which went unanswered.

"This last call is odd. She had never contacted this number before. The number has no links to WeChat, QQ, or any registered email. There have been no call records for six months, except for the monthly deduction of a 5-yuan basic plan—an old mobile package mainly used by elderly people, which has been discontinued for years."

"Keep digging into this lead," Officer Cao instructed. "If Li Luna really committed suicide due to depression, then whoever she called at that moment must have been significant to her."

Turning to another officer, he asked, "What about the disposal method at the body dump site? Any new findings?"

"Officer Cao, we checked the area within a 500-meter radius of the dump site. No signs indicate the body was dragged or carried there. The site is in a mountain hollow with sparse vegetation, and the nearest road is 1.5 kilometers away. If the killer carried a 70kg body on foot, there would be tracks—unless he flew," Officer Li blurted out in frustration.

The room erupted into laughter.

"Flew? How? A drone? No drone can carry that much weight!"

"Maybe a helicopter? Is body disposal that high-tech these days?" Officer Liu joked.

"What about a paraglider?" Officer Wang suddenly suggested. Then he hesitated. "Wait... that doesn’t make sense. Given the height a paraglider needs, the body would have been scattered on impact, and the ground would have signs of disturbance. This doesn’t match the scene."

Officer Cao’s eyes lit up. "Forensics team, since the body was dumped in a mountain hollow with little vegetation, get a paragliding expert to the site. Have them assess whether body disposal via paraglider is feasible."

The killer had meticulously arranged every crime scene—burning the body, the location of Li Luna’s death, everything. Officer Cao clenched his fist and slammed it against the table. The room fell silent as everyone turned toward him.

"We have only seven days of surveillance footage, seven days of Tencent server WeChat records, and six months of call logs. There are no traces left at any of the three crime scenes. We keep getting tangled in the victims’ relationships, going in circles without a breakthrough. The killer is maneuvering outside our timeline and search parameters. We can feel his presence, but he keeps slipping away... We’re being led by the nose," Officer Cao said angrily.

"Stay sharp! Expand the investigation! Don’t overlook any detail, no matter how insignificant! We will catch him!" he shouted.

Yes, solving this case? Far from over.
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Chapter 8: A New Suspect
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Lin Olivia stood by the window for a long time, watching as the bedroom light spilled through the bay window into the dark night.

With a swift motion, she pulled the window open. The white gauze curtains lifted like a billowing skirt, swaying and dancing wildly in the wind. She stepped out, completely disregarding the fact that she was hanging in midair, just one misstep away from plunging to her death—like a woman recklessly diving into love without a care for the consequences.

It was rush hour, and the streets below were filled with cars weaving through traffic.

Countless headlights flickered. Countless city lights illuminated the night.

In the end, every car light found its way home.

But those lights without a home to return to stood as street lamps, illuminating the roads for others.

Lin Olivia quickly walked to the bedroom door and switched off the light with a crisp snap. Darkness engulfed her. In the dark, it was easier to focus and think.

She clenched the pendant on her bracelet, then let go. Reaching for her right wrist, she felt the watch she always wore. She had chosen it at first sight because of its bold design and eye-catching diamonds—it always drew attention. No one ever noticed that beneath its wide strap, there was enough space to hide a SIM card.

Now, she carefully retrieved the SIM card and held it in her palm. She wanted A’Biao to help her track down the mysterious WeChat account.

She thought it over. Only three people could have suspected her. Two of them were already dead. If the last one was truly behind this... what was their motive?

Contacting A’Biao now would only put him in danger.

If she were in A’Biao’s place, what would she do? Destroy the SIM card and remain untraceable.

With that thought, Lin Olivia grabbed a pair of scissors, ran to the bathroom, locked the door, and cut the SIM card into pieces. She flushed them down the toilet, ensuring they disappeared into the sewage system.

Back in the bedroom, she turned the light back on. In an instant, the room was as bright as day—leaving no place for secrets to hide.
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At the police station, Officer Cao and his team were working tirelessly, expanding their investigation. A broader search meant a heavier workload, but they needed a breakthrough.

The criminal investigation team thoroughly examined the social circles of Zheng Liam and Li Luna.

Zheng Liam’s workplace was cooperative. As a lecturer, some of his important classes had been recorded. The police collected all the archived footage for the tech team to analyze.

Sure enough, among the lecture recordings, they found one from May 5 to May 8, 2016, where Zheng Liam had taught a course for a certain advertising company—Li Luna’s employer.

In the video, Li Luna was seated in the front row, actively interacting with Zheng Liam throughout the three-day course. At the end of the training, she even stood next to him in the group photo. It was likely they had exchanged WeChat contacts and begun communicating privately.

Two years later, in Liame 2018, during another training session for a different company, Zheng Liam met Wang Lili, and they quickly became romantically involved.

Wang Lili, 25 years old, held a bachelor’s degree and worked as an accountant at a certain company. She was fair-skinned, beautiful, and alluring, with many admirers—including wealthy heirs and successful, sophisticated men.

When Wang Lili was brought in for questioning, Officer Cao personally conducted the interrogation.

“Wang Lili, my name is Cao. I’m in charge of the Zheng Liam case. You knew the

victim, correct?”

“Yes, Officer Cao. Zheng Liam conducted training for our company,” Wang Lili answered calmly.

“Was it just a professional relationship? What was your connection to him?” Officer Cao pressed.

“I admired him as a lecturer—he had charisma. That’s how we started dating,” she admitted naturally, as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world.

“You knew he was married. Why did you still get involved with him?”

“I did know. But he promised to divorce his wife and marry me,” she replied after a pause.

“How long did your relationship last? Why did you break up?”

“About three or four months. Then a woman claiming to be his girlfriend confronted me, crying and making a scene. She accused me of stealing her boyfriend.” Wang Lili chuckled at the memory before continuing. “That woman was Li Luna. She had been seeing Zheng Liam for nearly two years. Once I found out, I ended things with him and never contacted him again.”

“You dated him from Liame to October 2018. So by November, you were no longer in contact. Why, then, do phone records show frequent calls between you and Zheng Liam?” Officer Cao raised an eyebrow.

“He was the one calling me, trying to win me back. But after what I learned from Li Luna, I saw his true colors. I ignored him.” Wang Lili’s face showed disdain.

“If he called you most of the time, what about the times you called him?” Officer Cao’s tone was sharp, catching Wang Lili off guard.

She brushed her hair back and shifted in her seat.

“I called him because he borrowed money from me. A few thousand dollars. I wanted him to pay me back, but he never did,” she said, still visibly irritated.

“Do you have an IOU or any transaction records?”

“No. We were in a relationship at the time. I didn’t think of it that way,” she replied.

“You’re an accountant, but you were careless about your own finances?” Officer Cao was skeptical. “You remember him buying you expensive designer bags—dropping thousands at a time—but you didn’t think twice about lending him money?”

“Believe me or not, it’s the truth. Zheng Liam claimed he needed the money for an investment and asked me to help him out. Since he had been generous with me, I didn’t hesitate. I gave him cash, so there’s no record.” Wang Lili rolled her eyes.

Despite the situation, her beauty remained striking. Even when she pouted in frustration, it was hard not to be drawn in.

Officer Cao continued, “Did you ever meet Li Luna again after that incident?” “No,” Wang Lili said, shaking her head.

“You’ve probably seen the news. Zheng Liam and Li Luna were both found dead a week ago.”

Officer Cao suddenly stood up, leaning in close to Wang Lili. His piercing gaze locked onto hers.

“Where were you on May 8 and May 9?”

“Officer, are you... are you suspecting me?” Wang Lili shrank back, her eyes wide with fear. She clenched her hands nervously.

“Cut the nonsense. Answer the question.” Officer Cao’s voice boomed, making even the officers outside the interrogation room stand up straight in silent tension.

Officer Liu, noticing his superior’s rising temper, rushed back to his desk to organize his notes. He had been assigned to investigate Li Luna’s social circle but had yet to compile his findings.

“I... I need to think.” Wang Lili anxiously scrolled through her phone’s calendar. “On the 8th? I was working! And on the 9th too! You can ask my coworkers—they can confirm it.”

“What about after work?”

“After work... I went home, cooked, ate, scrolled through my phone, took a shower, and went to bed around ten.”

“You live alone, right? Meaning from the time you left work until the next morning, you have no alibi.” Officer Cao smirked.

“I-I do live alone. But that doesn’t mean—” Wang Lili hesitated.

“What is it? Spit it out.”

Her posture tensed. She avoided eye contact, nervously twisting a strand of hair around her finger.

“I did have a brief relationship with Zheng Liam, but just because I don’t have an alibi doesn’t mean I killed them!” she finally blurted out.

Officer Cao didn’t speak for a while. He simply studied her.

“Officer... can I leave now?” Wang Lili asked cautiously.

Officer Cao stood, walked around the table, and leaned in close to her ear, blocking the surveillance camera’s view.

“Wang Lili, have you ever considered that if you’re not the killer... you might be their next target?”
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Chapter 9: The Car Accident
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Officer Cao instructed Detectives Xiao Wang and Xu Emma to monitor and track Wang Lili.

He also ordered the tech department to retrieve surveillance footage from Wang Lili’s residential area and nearby streets, checking who she was with between May 8th and 9th. Additionally, her WeChat messages for the past week needed to be reviewed for any suspicious activity.

Wang Lili was clearly hiding something. But what?

Meanwhile, Xiao Liu compiled a report on Li Luna’s social connections and call records, handing it over to Officer Cao. As he flipped through the pages, he asked, “Any leads?”

“Chief, before Li Luna died, she had a phone call with her mother. I interviewed her mother about it. She said Wenwen sounded unusually down that day. She asked about her mother’s health and whether they had enough money. She even mentioned a bank card she had left at home, saying how hard it had been for her mother to raise her alone. They just chatted about everyday things. Her mother thought it was strange at the time—Wenwen was usually complaining about relationship troubles or talking about shopping and travel. If she had realized her daughter was saying goodbye, maybe she could have said something to change her mind.”

“Li Luna’s mother also mentioned that before moving to M City, Wenwen had a boyfriend back home named Li Hui. He was eight years older than her, a goodlooking guy who treated her well. They dated for a year and a half, but Wenwen broke up with him because he wasn’t wealthy.”

“The other outgoing call from Wenwen’s phone was to someone named Li Yuan. We checked the ID records from the telecom company—Li Yuan was 68 years old and from the same village as Wenwen. But her mother told us Li Yuan was actually Li Hui’s great-uncle and had passed away a year ago.”

“Have we contacted Li Hui? Wenwen tried to reach him before she died,” Officer Cao asked.

“We visited his home. His mother said that after the breakup, Li Hui left to work in another city and rarely returned. He would send money home every month, but this month, he hadn’t. We called him, and he said he had the flu and hadn’t been working. He planned to send the money once he got back to work.”

“We got his work address from his parents, but when we visited, the company said he had already quit. We tried calling again, but he isn’t answering,” Xiao Liu said with a sigh.

“Keep tracking him. He must have another phone number. Have the tech team check his online activity and find a way to reach him.” Officer Cao, frustrated by Xiao Liu’s lack of urgency, clenched his jaw. This guy loved to joke around, but when it came to the real work, he always seemed to drop the ball.

Just then, Xiao Wang called in, his voice panicked. “Chief! Wang Lili got into a car accident!”

“What?!” Officer Cao shot up from his chair, knocking it over with a loud bang. His entire body trembled with fury as he gripped his phone so tightly it seemed he might crush it. If the culprit were in front of him now, he would have strangled them with his bare hands. His face turned red with rage, eyes bloodshot.

“Unbelievable! In broad daylight, right under our noses, they dared to attack our surveillance target!”

Officer Cao stormed out of the office. The other officers exchanged nervous glances—none of them had ever seen him this furious before. The newer recruits had never even heard him swear.

Xiao Liu slapped his thigh. “What are you all standing around for? Something must’ve happened to Xiao Wang and Xu Emma! Move!”

When Officer Cao arrived at the accident scene, he saw a large truck stopped at a pedestrian crossing, blood staining the asphalt. A crowd had gathered—some taking photos, others even live-streaming.

Ignoring them, he rushed straight to Xiao Wang. “How is Wang Lili? Is she alive?” He bent over, hands on his knees, catching his breath.

“She’s badly injured and was unconscious at the scene. The paramedics took her to the central hospital. Xu Emma went with them,” Xiao Wang replied, his fists clenched in frustration. He looked like he wanted to tear the truck driver apart but was powerless to do so.

“You and Xu Emma couldn’t keep an eye on her?!” Officer Cao growled.

“Chief, I was waiting at the street corner. I planned to follow Wang Lili after she crossed—”

Before he could finish, Cao stormed off toward the truck driver, who was sitting on the curb being questioned by the traffic police.

Grabbing the driver by the collar, Cao yanked him up and shoved him. “You ran her over? This wasn’t an accident—it was murder! Do you hear me? Murder! I should drag you to the station and have you executed!”

The truck driver, already pale and shaken, looked like he might faint. His lips trembled, and he was barely holding himself together.

Seeing the driver’s terrified state, Officer Cao released his grip, pushing him back. He turned to the traffic officer. “The victim is linked to an ongoing homicide case. We believe the same killer is involved. We need to take over the investigation.”

The officer nodded. “Understood. I’ll send you all the reports.”

“Xiao Liu, take this guy to the station. Lock him up.”

Then, turning to Xiao Wang, he asked, “Tell me exactly what happened.”

“Wang Lili left the police station and went back to work. She clocked out at 5:30 PM and took a cab home. The taxi dropped her off across the street from her apartment complex. She waited at the crosswalk for the light to change. When it turned green, she started walking.

“Midway, a stray dog suddenly ran onto the crosswalk, startling an old woman. She stumbled, bumping into Wang Lili, who stopped to steady her. But then she froze, staring at something. Just then, the light turned red.

“A truck, seeing the green light, didn’t slow down. The driver hit the brakes at the last moment, but the truck was too heavy. It skidded across the crosswalk, and before Wang Lili could react, she was hit.”

“I was at the street corner, and Xu Emma was at the apartment entrance. By the time we realized something was wrong, it was too late.”

Officer Cao narrowed his eyes. “Did Wang Lili see something?”

“My position only let me see the old woman. Everything happened in an instant. I was focused on Wang Lili.”

“You think this was an accident?” Officer Cao asked, skeptical.

“I don’t want to believe it, but it all seemed so random... almost too coincidental.” Xiao Wang tugged at his collar, feeling suffocated.

“Two people are already dead—one was Wang Lili’s ex, the other her rival. We interrogated her, and just hours later, she was in an ‘accident’?” Officer Cao took off his badge, holding it up to Xiao Wang. “Tell me, do you believe this was an accident? Because I don’t!”

“Bring that old woman to the station for questioning,” he ordered. Then, after a pause, he added, “And bring the dog too.”

“Chief... it was a stray.”

“No. Who told you that? Maybe it was trained and then abandoned. Maybe that dog is the key.”

Officer Cao took a deep breath, his mind racing. He scanned the surrounding buildings, looking for blind spots where someone could have observed the scene without being caught on camera.

Just then, Xiao Wang ran back, panting. “Chief, I—I messed up. You need to punish me.”

“The dog’s dead, isn’t it?” Cao asked without turning.

Xiao Wang was stunned. “Yes. I was too late. It was poisoned near a trash pile.”

Cao let out a long sigh.

“The killer planned everything.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 10: Not an Accident
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At this moment, in a rundown, low-ceilinged warehouse, a man wearing a baseball cap and casual attire quickly moved past the window and disappeared into the shadows.

He merely changed his stance, leaning against the wall with one foot propped up. Skillfully, he pulled out a pack of cigarettes, bit one between his lips, and tilted his head, squinting one eye. With a crisp flick, the lighter sparked, and he brought the flame close to the cigarette tip, igniting the tobacco.

He took a deep drag. The familiar taste of nicotine rushed into his nostrils—an addiction he couldn't shake. After a long moment, he slowly exhaled a smoke ring, watching it swirl upward in front of him. His lips curled into a smirk, the cigarette still hanging from his mouth.
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Officer Cao led his team in sweeping the area surrounding the crash site. They retrieved footage from street cameras, shop security systems, ATMs—anything that might have recorded the incident. They also reached out to the public, collecting any photos or videos taken at the scene. The location where the dead dog was found underwent a meticulous forensic search. Officer Cao was certain that even the smallest overlooked clue could be the key.

Back at the precinct, he wasted no time and went straight to interrogate the truck driver.

"Talk. Why did you hit her?" Officer Cao’s voice was sharp and direct.

"Officer, I didn’t do it on purpose! Who would deliberately run someone over?" The driver
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