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Prologue
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The mountain wasn't very tall, but it was steep.

Four young people—one woman and three men—were climbing determinedly halfway up the slope.

It was an early autumn afternoon. The scenery was especially lovely, the mountain lush with greenery tinged with bright yellows and intoxicating deep reds. Sunshine poured down splendidly. But for the four youths, the steep mountain trail, devoid of any shade, wasn't exactly a pleasant sight.

"Do we really have to keep going?" asked the young man trailing at the back. He stopped on a relatively flat patch, one hand on his hip, the other pressed to his chest as he tried to catch his breath.

In front of him was the only girl in the group. Upon hearing the question, she turned her head, a rosy smile blossoming on her beautiful face. Framed by the mountain scenery, her expression seemed even more radiant than the sun itself.

"Of course we have to! Don't you want to see the most precious medicinal herbs? The best wild herbs always grow in the most remote, treacherous spots!"

"Exactly. We're studying traditional Chinese medicine—if we've never even seen wild medicinal herbs, it would be embarrassing," said the tall young man leading the group. He also stopped, but didn't seem particularly tired. He merely wiped the sweat from his forehead.

With him stopping, the rest of the group came to a halt as well.

"Alright, alright, let's go!" The scrawny young man at the back waved his hand. "Forget this puny two-tiered mountain—even if it were a blade-covered cliff or a sea of fire, I'd still climb it in front of the prettiest girl in school!"

"You make it sound like we're storming some demon mountain," the girl said with an open, cheerful laugh. Her delicate, beautiful face lit up, and her bright, intelligent eyes shimmered with a hint of lake blue. "We're just gathering some rare herbs for our pharmacognosy fieldwork assignment."

"Got it, goddess of agriculture!" the young man rolled up his sleeves dramatically, as if ready to risk life and limb. "If you're not afraid of flesh-eating monsters on this mountain, how could I possibly complain about being tired? Let's go!"

"We're medical students—we shouldn't believe in ghosts, curses, or superstitions," the bespectacled boy who had been silent until now suddenly interjected. "I don't believe there's anything in this world that can't be explained by science."

"Don't be so smug!" the scrawny boy shot back. He climbed a few steps and caught up with the others. Just as he was about to say more, the boy with glasses raised a hand to stop him.

"Let's not argue. Facts will prove my point." He pointed to a thicket on the left side. "The slope there seems gentler. I'll head down for a bit."

"What are you going to do?" the girl asked in surprise.

"Well—sorry, but nature calls. We've been climbing since morning and haven't taken a break!" He gave an awkward chuckle, waved, and then slowly headed into the thicket. The bushes below rustled violently for a moment, then returned to stillness. His figure was swallowed by the sea of green, vanishing completely as if devoured.

The girl stood on higher ground, watching as her classmate disappeared. Suddenly, a chill ran through her for no reason—a shiver that gave her a bad feeling.

"What's wrong?" the tall boy asked considerately. "Tired? Yeah, we've been climbing all day without a rest. Come on, sit for a while." As he spoke, he helped her sit down on a rock.

After hours of climbing, everyone was tired. They hadn't noticed it before, but the moment they stopped, the exhaustion hit like a wall. They secretly hoped the guy with glasses would take a while so they could rest longer.

However, he didn't return. They waited over half an hour. The forest below remained eerily still, making the remaining three increasingly uneasy.

"I'll go check," the tall boy said, standing up. "That guy's always careless—what if he fell into some trap?"

From where they stood, the forest below was a jumble of trees of varying heights. If someone were hidden within, they wouldn't be visible at all, let alone if they had fallen into a hole.

But if something had happened, why hadn't he called for help? Could he have fainted?

A sudden gust of mountain wind swept by, carrying a strange chill. It raised goosebumps on their skin and magnified the shadow of doubt in the girl's heart. She wanted to speak, but the tall boy had already begun making his way down the slope, soon vanishing into the trees.

Then—nothing.

Another hour passed. The two remaining on the slope stared at each other, unsure what to do.

"What the villagers said... it isn't true, right?" the scrawny boy asked hesitantly, not quite sure if he was talking to himself or to the girl.

"Of course not. Just old superstitions," the girl replied firmly, but her eyes didn't meet his—they remained fixed on the silent forest below.

The forest answered her with dead silence.

"Maybe... I should go check!" the girl said, face pale. "We can't just keep waiting. And we can't just leave them here."

"Can't we go ask the villagers for help?" The boy, clearly fearful, grabbed her arm and offered a compromise.

"No. By the time we go down and bring help back, it'll be dark. That would make any rescue harder, and if they're injured, they'll miss the critical first-aid window." She furrowed her delicate brows, suppressing her rising dread. "And you know how afraid the villagers are. They'd never dare come up past mid-mountain."

"Then..." The boy looked troubled, fear flickering in his eyes.

He had the weakest stamina and the smallest courage of the four—even less than the girl before him. He had always been the one who believed in that creepy mountain legend and had opposed this hike from the start. But the other three hadn't believed in superstitions and were determined to reach the summit.

No one had climbed above mid-mountain for ten years. There had to be many natural herbs far more valuable than cultivated ones!

Now, no herbs had been found, and two of his companions had mysteriously vanished. As scared as he was, he couldn't just let a girl go check alone!

"I'll go. You stay." He gritted his teeth. "If I'm not back in half an hour, go down the mountain and call the police."

With that, he didn't wait for her to respond. He didn't give himself time to be overwhelmed by fear. He carefully made his way down.

And just like that—the girl never saw him again.

As dusk approached, she hesitated, but in the end, she couldn't bring herself to abandon her classmates. She too stepped into that increasingly ominous forest...

A week later, Shuishui City's College of Traditional Chinese Medicine received word that four of their students, who had gone on a pharmacognosy field study trip, were missing.

No sign of life. No trace of death.
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Chapter 1: The Countryside Courtyard
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Damn it! They actually made her stay in a place like this—this was blatant bullying!

Strachey Angela looked around the room she was in, cursing inwardly. Her expression, however, remained calm, even tinged with a trace of stubborn pride.

"No problem. As long as I have a roof over my head, that's good enough. Besides, it's nice and quiet here. I like peace and quiet—it helps me sleep better and enjoy myself more the next day!" she said, turning to the innkeepers while flashing a forced smile at her colleague Davy Dennis, who had followed her in, feigning concern but clearly here to watch the show.

Trying to mess with her? Too bad. She had the resilience of a weed—no matter how much they tried to suppress her, she'd grit her teeth and hang in there.

Linglong was an assistant to the general manager at a large foreign-owned company. Her performance was impeccable—she had never made a single mistake. The only reason she faced exclusion was that the general manager's wife, Song Xin—who also happened to be the company's finance director—had long suspected her of trying to seduce her husband.

In reality, Linglong wasn't particularly stunning. Her features were merely pleasant. But her skin was fair, and her figure was excellent—average in height, yet unlike most East Asian women who typically had a flat-chested, pear-shaped figure, she was well-proportioned with graceful curves. Just like her name—Linglong—delicate and alluring.

Wrapped in a perfectly tailored business suit, her figure naturally drew the eyes of men who viewed women through tinted lenses—among them, that not-so-innocent general manager.

But to accuse her of trying to seduce him? That was outrageously unjust!

She had never had such thoughts. On the contrary, she always made an effort to keep a distance from those with ill intentions. She didn't want to be seen as a frivolous woman. She wanted to guard her sincerity and wait for a good man who would truly move her heart.

But Song Xin had no regard for the truth. Or maybe she didn't want to know the truth at all. She just needed a target to vent her frustration on, someone to take the blame, to fill the void in her heart with the suffering of others.

Linglong's stellar work made it hard for Song Xin to fire her outright, so she resorted to underhanded tactics to make her quit voluntarily. Linglong, however, endured it all and refused to resign—because the job paid far better than others in the industry. Her family had racked up enormous debt to pay for her father's medical treatment. Now that he was gone, she had to repay it.

And maybe because Song Xin, along with her flunkies, had been so openly hostile, it sparked a rebellious, competitive streak in her—trying to drive her out? She would stick it out just to spite them!

She wasn't the submissive type who swallowed insults silently. This was a tug-of-war, and though she'd been at a disadvantage for over a year, they still hadn't managed to get rid of her.

This time, it was a company-organized trip taken in small groups. She hadn't wanted to join but gave in under Song Xin's biting sarcasm. That's how she ended up on this two-night, three-day outing to Longpan Mountain in Jing County. And sure enough, as soon as they arrived, the tricks began again.

Instead of staying in town hotels, the group opted for "authentic" countryside inns. Upon arrival, they "regretfully" discovered that the two courtyards had twelve rooms—one short of the thirteen people in the group. And wouldn't you know it—her name was the one "accidentally" left off the reservation list.

Even though they knew Linglong was frugal, the top-ranking leader on this trip, Song Xin, still said, "If you stay elsewhere, the company won't cover the cost," forcing Linglong to accept a storage room as her lodging.

The little house was clean enough. It stood alone in the corner of the courtyard, about ten meters away from the main guesthouse. Though called a storage room, it didn't actually contain much clutter—just a few old household items and worn furniture that hadn't yet been thrown out, along with a traditional wooden bed.

But no one had lived there for a long time. Despite the warm spring weather, the room gave off a faint, eerie chill the moment one stepped inside.

"As long as you're comfortable with it," Davy Dennis said with a tone of fake relief, though his expression betrayed a bit of disappointment.

"Well then, I'll go get... Miss Cheng, was it?" the innkeeper said, breathing a sigh of relief and flashing a professional smile. "I'll go fetch the bedding—brand new, with brocade covers."

"Great, thank you." Linglong kept her pleasant smile, even showing a bit of genuine surprise, as if she were truly pleased. In reality, she was only happy because Davy Dennis looked disappointed. And if he was disappointed, Song Xin would be too. That meant she'd won a small moral victory amid the humiliation of being assigned to this room.

After Davy Dennis and the innkeepers left, Linglong dropped her small bag onto the bed with a tired motion. She touched her stiffened cheeks and gave a bitter smile.

The war between women—so childish, so pointless.

Seeing that it was getting late, she didn't wait for the bedding to be delivered and hurried off to the dining hall. Based on her experience, if she waited too long, she might miss the meal altogether. And if that happened, Song Xin would surely say, "The company won't reimburse for extra meals." That would be a loss. Better to eat now, eat well, and gather the strength to fight their endless schemes.

After dinner, she rushed to take a shower and returned to her room. The bedding had already arrived—indeed brand new, though the brocade claim was a stretch. Still, she didn't complain. Spring nights in the mountains could be chilly. As long as it was warm, she didn't care.

Wrapped in the quilt, she lay on the bed listening to music, thinking that being away from those petty snobs wasn't such a bad thing. At least she had some peace. But before she could settle into the quiet, rustling sounds came from outside, and the wooden doors and windows creaked loudly.

"Cheng—Ling—long! Cheng—Ling—long!" came a shrill, unisex voice, like a eunuch's cry.

Linglong rolled her eyes. She wanted to ignore it, but feared they'd cause more trouble. Besides, she didn't want to seem weak. So she jumped out of bed and opened the door.

The moment she did, a head shot forward like a ghost. Even though she had braced herself, she was still startled. "Lao Qian, can you knock it off? So childish!" she snapped. Even if her head had been slammed in a door a hundred times, she'd still recognize that raspy duck voice.

Sonmerfield Roy—an aging middle manager just waiting for retirement. He only survived in the company through flattery and brown-nosing. Behind him were two young women in their twenties but with the worldliness of forty-year-olds: Davy Dennis and Benedict Flora. The three of them were part of Song Xin's inner circle—her most trusted lackeys.

Next came Song Xin herself, in her forties but carrying herself like an empress dowager. Wherever she went, she expected to be surrounded by admiration and make a grand entrance—even though her husband was the general manager, not her son. If she wanted to play dowager, she'd need to wait another ten years at least.

"Hope we didn't disturb you, Xiao Cheng. We came to see how you're settling in. After all, it was a company oversight. Benedict Flora can be quite careless sometimes—don't take it personally," Song Xin said with fake concern. "Anyway, it's still early. I doubt you're asleep yet."

"Actually, I was just about to go to sleep."

"So you weren't asleep yet! Let's chat a bit," Song Xin said, smiling sweetly as she pushed her way into the room uninvited. "We're all busy during the workweek. Now that we're on a trip, it's a good chance to bond. You can sleep plenty once you're back home!"

What was there to chat about with Song Xin? Was she here to confront her? But Linglong had a clear conscience—she hadn't done anything wrong. She had nothing to fear. Unless... they planned to gang up on her and get violent?

Thinking that, she casually walked to the right side of the door and sat on a low cabinet—closer to the exit, and conveniently next to a hefty rolling pin. She didn't think Song Xin would be stupid enough to hit her, but it never hurt to be prepared.

"Let me apologize first. Sorry to put you through this. You're not mad at me, are you, Sister Cheng?" Benedict Flora said with a cutesy tone, sticking out her tongue.

Linglong forced a smile without answering. Inside, she wanted to rip off Benedict Flora's fake face and see her real one.

She thought she was adorable? Linglong only found her disgusting. This girl had just graduated from university and joined the company, yet was already so shrewd. Who knew if university had taught her office politics? She certainly mastered the art of speaking sweetly in public while scheming behind the scenes.

"The environment here isn't too bad," Song Xin said gracefully. But her tightly furrowed brows betrayed her dislike of the damp chill and faint moldy smell in the room. "At least the company didn't mistreat its employees."

"Yeah, it's not bad at all. Guess I found a blessing in disguise," Linglong replied, taking a subtle jab at Song Xin.
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Chapter 2
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Telling Stories at Night

There was no light in the room. The innkeeper had provided an emergency lamp, which, after charging, shone brightly but covered only a limited area. This cast Song Xin's face—barely suppressing her anger—half in light and half in shadow, which made Linglong inexplicably nervous. Normally, she had never feared Song Xin's power or status, yet at this moment, a strange unease crept in.

"I feel like this house has bad energy. It reminds me of a story," Sonmerfield Roy cut in. "Xiao Cheng, want to hear it?"

Before Linglong could answer, Davy Dennis and Benedict Flora eagerly chimed in.

"Yes, yes, we love stories! Come on, we're not sleeping anyway—just chatting. Sister Cheng won't mind, right?"

"I do mind! Why haven't you four left yet? Let me enjoy this quiet spring night in the countryside alone!" Linglong cursed silently, though on the surface she merely gave a faint, speechless smile.

"Alright then, I'll tell it. But this story's a bit scary, Xiao Cheng, so if you're too frightened to sleep, don't blame me!" Sonmerfield Roy chuckled.

So that was their plan—tell a horror story to scare her, so she wouldn't be able to sleep alone! It was a stupid yet vicious tactic—and it happened to hit her weak spot. She was highly suggestible; just watching a horror movie would give her nightmares that same night. For a moment, she wanted to refuse or even beg them to stop, but when she saw Song Xin's mocking, challenging gaze, she clenched her jaw and said nothing as Sonmerfield Roy continued.

"I heard this story too—about a guesthouse in a tourist destination, run privately by local farmers, just like this one. But that place? It was a murder house."

As he said the last two words, he deliberately lowered his voice to create a chilling atmosphere.

"The owners—a husband and wife—were greedy and twisted. They couldn't stand others being richer or happier than they were. So, whenever a guest looked remotely well-off, they'd murder them for money and silence them forever. Over time, travelers who went there began to disappear without a trace. The couple's methods were especially clever—no clues, no bodies, nothing left behind." Sonmerfield Roy glanced at Linglong meaningfully, as if warning her to be careful. "Now, this couple opened up a piece of land next to their house. It looked like they were planning to expand the inn, but in reality, they dug very deep foundations and poured layers of cement, supposedly to make the structure stronger. Eventually, the building was finished and hosted many out-of-town guests.

"People thought those who had been killed would never find justice. But—can you guess how the truth finally came out? Xiao Cheng, take a guess."

"I can't guess. You tell us, Old Qian." Linglong tried to steady her voice to sound calm. Still, Sonmerfield Roy's tone and expression—his long, wrinkled face illuminated by the emergency light—were undeniably creepy.

"Maybe it was a vengeful ghost demanding justice. In any case, the way it was discovered was very strange." Sonmerfield Roy walked over and sat down on a low table beside Linglong. "That year, there was a heavy rainstorm in their area, which caused a medium-scale flood. Strangely, none of the other houses were destroyed—only their newly built house collapsed. It had seemed so sturdy, but it completely caved in, and underneath it—bodies were exposed. Everyone who saw the scene was terrified.

"Turns out that twisted couple didn't dispose of the corpses right away. They'd store them somewhere first, and once they had four, they'd dig a deep pit and lay the bodies side by side, pour a layer of cement, then wait to collect another four. They'd stack them in layers like that—each layer encased in concrete, until they had four levels underground. It was like building a four-story building underground, with each 'floor' housing four dead people.

"The guest rooms above ground? That was the fifth, sixth, and seventh floor—meaning guests were sleeping directly above the dead. Especially the ground floor rooms—right underneath the beds were corpses!

"Sigh... you better check the ground beneath your feet. If you hear something knocking under your bed in the middle of the night, it might be that kind of—thump... thump..."

Just as Sonmerfield Roy finished his sentence—

BANG! The door suddenly burst open as if someone had violently shoved it from the outside. All five people inside the room jumped, staring wide-eyed at the doorway.

Outside, it was pitch black. No one there.

"It's just the mountain wind," Linglong murmured after the initial shock, though she wasn't convinced. Could the mountain wind really be that strong in this weather? Though she'd deliberately left the door slightly ajar, just in case she needed to escape from violence, the wooden door was solid and shouldn't open so easily.

"Sorry, I didn't close the door properly," she forced herself to say with a smile, though she was annoyed. Whatever the reason, she had definitely been scared.

"You all got a fright, didn't you?" she added.

In some sense, Song Xin's goal was achieved—this ridiculous little game of psychological torment was surprisingly effective. Sonmerfield Roy may not be good at anything else, but he was great at storytelling. His shifting tones and pauses made Linglong's heart clench involuntarily. They had clearly heard this story before and were just waiting to see her reaction, to enjoy the thrill of psychological bullying.

But since it was a horror story, the sudden gust of wind and loud noise added an unintended jump scare, frightening everyone—so no one noticed Linglong's discomfort. Ironically, she felt a bit vindicated.

"Heh, better close the door properly," Sonmerfield Roy was the first to recover. "This is the mountains—full of ghosts and demons. Better be careful!"

"Speaking of supernatural stuff—if they're really after you, closing the door won't help!" Davy Dennis added, now relaxed. "I think spirits are just a form of energy. When you think about them, your brain sends out waves that summon them—especially if you live alone in an old house." Seeing Linglong didn't move to shut the door, she got up and closed it herself.

"Are you talking about that Canadian incident?" Benedict Flora saw Song Xin give her a look and quickly picked up the thread. "I'll tell this one."

"Tell it tomorrow. Don't we have to get up early to climb the mountain? Let's get some rest. I'm tired," Linglong said, not wanting to endure more psychological pressure. Her tone involuntarily softened. She was living alone in an isolated countryside cabin—if this went on, she really wouldn't be able to sleep.

"Just listen—it's really interesting!" Benedict Flora feigned innocence and spoke without waiting for Linglong's consent. "It's about a Canadian family that bought a countryside house. Great environment, great price—they moved in happily. The first few nights were peaceful, but one night, the parents were watching TV downstairs when they saw their five-year-old daughter coming down from upstairs... acting strangely. Her eyes didn't move, staring straight ahead, her body rigid."

She even got up to mimic the girl's movements.

"Sleepwalking, right?" Linglong tried to distract herself from Benedict Flora's words.

"Exactly, sleepwalking." Benedict Flora nodded. "But here's the thing—the girl had never had sleepwalking issues before. So why now? The parents, both well-educated, knew not to wake her. They just followed her quietly. The girl walked slowly into the garden, dug at the dirt a few times, then turned and went back to bed upstairs. They figured she'd been playing too hard and was dreaming about planting flowers.

"But from that night on, every night at midnight, the girl would sleepwalk—always digging in the garden. The parents got suspicious and took her to the doctor, but there was no solution. What's more, the sleepwalking stopped if they stayed elsewhere—but returned the moment they were back in that house."

"Sounds suspicious, huh?" Song Xin asked, pretending to be clueless.

"Definitely," Davy Dennis picked up the story. "Eventually, the parents couldn't ignore it. They dug deep in the spot the girl always dug—and what do you think they found? A child's skeleton! Upon examination, it was a five-year-old girl who'd died decades ago. So—why did the little ghost find their daughter? Was it revenge? Or was it looking for a replacement?"

"That's hard to say," Sonmerfield Roy said knowingly, brushing his brow. "But after so many years, to seek out another girl... it was definitely for a replacement. If that couple hadn't figured it out, their daughter might have been possessed.

"But seriously, sleeping above a corpse is bad luck. Over time, resentment turns into harmful intent. People living on top of that will always suffer misfortune." As he spoke, he glanced meaningfully at Linglong's bed, clearly hinting at something.

Chapter 3 A Stunning Body

"That's enough storytelling, right?" Linglong stood up, no longer willing to play along with Song Xin and the others' petty games. She knew full well that this would offend them, but she didn't hold back in dismissing them. She refused to let their presence disturb her peace, refused to let the eerie atmosphere they were so intent on creating get under her skin. "Those ghost stories were really something, but I'm tired now. Let's save the rest for tomorrow, alright?"

"Oh dear, upsetting Miss Cheng—now we're in trouble," Song Xin said, clearly displeased. "Alright, let's go. We've got an early morning tomorrow anyway. But Xiao Cheng, I really don't feel comfortable with you staying here all by yourself. You be careful, okay? In a place like this... who knows what might happen?"

With that, she stood and headed for the door. Her inner circle offered some half-hearted goodbyes before disappearing through the doorway.

Linglong let out a long sigh. Her room now felt like it had just been trampled by a swarm of locusts—whatever peace and comfort she'd felt earlier was gone in an instant. She couldn't help but sigh again, beginning to wonder if joining this trip just to save face had been a bad idea after all.

She stood in place for a moment longer, then couldn't resist using the lamp to check under the bed. All she saw were her running shoes—nothing more. That allowed her to breathe a bit easier. She laughed at herself for being so paranoid, then undressed and got into bed. But after all the drama, she no longer felt like listening to music. With a resigned sigh, she turned off the light and tried to sleep.

But the more she tried to stop thinking about the two ghost stories, the more vividly they played out in her head—like films on a loop, becoming bloodier and more grotesque with each replay.

In a daze, she hovered on the edge of sleep, but any time she came close, tiny sounds would startle her wide awake. Nothing loud—just the wind brushing the window frame, the soft chirping of insects, the occasional creak from the old wooden furniture. But in the eerie stillness of the night, even those sounds were enough to keep her from falling into deep sleep. Though half-asleep, her senses were razor-sharp.

Oh god, give me a break.

She turned over in frustration— And suddenly, she felt the door move.

Not saw—felt. Her eyes had been shut the whole time.

Then, the door silently opened.

Two hands appeared on the doorframe. The hands were beautiful, nails painted a bright crimson. On the left ring finger was a silver ring carved with the head of a wolf. The hands traced the wood surface slowly, producing a faint rubbing sound—like a blind person feeling their way forward in the dark.

Linglong's heart clenched. She stayed frozen under the covers, not daring to move, not daring to open her eyes—but in her mind's eye, she could see it all clearly.

The hands groped for a while. Then, slowly, a body emerged.

It was a woman—completely naked. In the moonlight, her pale skin shimmered; the curves of her body were breathtaking—full, round breasts, a slender, supple waist, firm abs, long and shapely legs. Every part of her was flawless.

Every part... except the head. She had none. Just a woman's body—a headless woman.

She moved toward Linglong with the elegance and silence of a cat, her bare white feet gliding across the floor like mist. But just as she took her third step—she vanished into thin air.

Linglong felt a sudden weightlessness beneath her and bolted awake, eyes wide open.

The floor in front of her bed was illuminated by a slant of moonlight, shadows of the eaves falling across it. But there was no headless woman.

It was just a dream.

She exhaled deeply.

It must have been those damn stories worming their way into her subconscious. That's all it was. Nothing to worry about. Go back to sleep. She reassured herself, rolled over, and closed her eyes again.

But for some reason, her ears stayed alert—constantly picking up the phantom sound of someone slowly approaching, step by step, even though the room itself remained silent.

Time passed before she finally started to doze off again— Then the door opened. Again.

This time her face was turned toward the wall. Still, she could see—as clearly as if her eyes were wide open—the hands on the doorframe and that same headless female body.

The woman once again walked toward Linglong. But this time, she took more steps. She reached the center of the room before slowly fading away, like mist.

Because she came closer this time, Linglong saw a palm-sized red mark on the left side of the woman's ribs—a birthmark or something shaped like a maple leaf.

Linglong woke up again with a start, heart nearly stopping.

Was it just another dream? Why did it feel so real? Was her mind really that susceptible to suggestion? Or...?

She couldn't fall asleep again. At first, she didn't dare climb out of bed—but in the end, she summoned all her courage and got up to turn on the emergency lamp.

The lamp didn't illuminate the whole room. It cast shadows around the old furniture, making them seem like lurking figures. With her current state of fear and suspicion, everything felt soaked in ghostly energy.

She stared at the door, terrified it would open again to reveal the headless woman. Her eyes burned from staring too long. She told herself again and again to go to the main house, but her pride refused to let Song Xin and the others have the satisfaction of seeing her scared. So she stubbornly sat on the bed wrapped in her blanket, silently praying for dawn.

Dong... dong... dong—

A sudden chime from the corner startled her so badly she nearly fell off the bed.

There was an old clock in the room—worn out and long broken. Since she arrived, it hadn't made a single sound.

Why was it chiming now? Was it already 3 a.m.?

Hands trembling, she picked up the lamp and checked her watch. Sure enough—three o'clock. She turned the light toward the corner, and the old-style sitting clock was still perched on a broken wooden chair. But it had no hands or pendulum—how could it chime?

Suddenly, a gust of wind blew in from the door. It messed up her hair. She instinctively turned toward it— And what she saw almost made her scream.

The beautiful headless woman had returned.

Again, she groped along the doorframe, then stepped into the room, as if repeating a programmed motion. But this time, she didn't vanish halfway through.

She kept walking—all the way to the bed.

Linglong was frozen, ice-cold, curled in the corner and barely breathing. The woman came closer and closer, her shadow in the moonlight falling directly over Linglong's body.

Then, just as she reached the bedside— She suddenly crouched down.

A soft shuffling noise followed— She crawled under the bed.

Linglong couldn't take it anymore. She jumped up to run— But just then, two beautiful hands reached out from under the bed and grabbed her ankles.

With a loud thud, she fell to the ground, elbow smashing into the floor. The pain made her cry out.

And then—she woke up again!

Another dream!

A chill ran up her back. Her elbow throbbed. She looked around—the room was familiar. She was lying on the floor.

It seemed that her nightmare had made her fall out of bed.

She sat up and turned on the emergency lamp.

The dream had ended—but the fear remained. It had felt so real. She could still feel those hands gripping her ankles.

Barefoot, she stood on the cold brick floor, lamp in hand, hesitating as she scanned the room—door, clock, furniture... nothing there.

So then—under the bed?

Was something hiding under her bed, watching her feet, planning its move?

If she crouched down and looked... Would she see a woman staring right back at her?

Chapter 4 A Corpse Beneath the Bed

No. Absolutely not. It was all just a dream! What could possibly be under the bed?

It had to be that story Sonmerfield Roy told that had planted the image in her subconscious, mixed with that tale about the Canadian sleepwalking child—both had left a strong psychological imprint. The others were waiting to see her humiliated. She couldn't lose. She had to resolve this on her own.

She just had to look. Just one glance under the bed to confirm that nothing was there, and she could sleep peacefully. Then tomorrow, she'd be bright and energetic for the hike and completely shatter Song Xin's petty schemes.

She kept telling herself that, psyching herself up over and over again, before finally gritting her teeth and slowly crouching down. Ignoring the prickling of her scalp and the goosebumps across her entire body, she held up the lamp and shone it under the bed.

The light swept inch by inch from left to right under the dark underside of the bed—empty. Then she swept it back again from right to left—still empty.

Linglong let out a deep breath. It really had just been a nightmare. She felt like an idiot for being so scared. Just as she was about to stand up and stop overthinking— The light happened to skim across a section of the floor beneath the bed, then—as if guided by will—froze there.

The smooth brick floor had inexplicably bulged upward. Dampness seeped through the grout, giving off the smell of freshly turned earth. And around that mound—a pair of barefoot women's footprints!

Linglong leapt onto the bed like she'd been electrocuted, shrinking into a corner.

It was real! It was real. There really was a headless woman under her bed!

She was trembling uncontrollably, too terrified to even scream. The room was silent except for her ragged breathing and the chattering of her teeth. She didn't dare move, frozen in fear, waiting—for what, she didn't even know. It was pure instinct keeping her still.

But after a long while, the room remained quiet.

Was it her eyes playing tricks on her? A trick of moonlight and shadows? Maybe she should check again.

The lamp still lay on the floor.

Linglong crept to the edge of the bed, trembling as she lifted the bedspread and leaned backward to peek underneath.

She desperately hoped she had seen wrong. But what she saw was a bulge on the brick floor about the same length as the bed—and nearly a foot tall, even more pronounced than before!

From her tailbone to her spine, a chill surged upward— As if that beautiful hand wasn't tracing the doorframe anymore, but was now stroking her back... about to enter her body.

She couldn't take it anymore. In pure terror, she bolted from the room and began pounding frantically on the door to the main house.

It was the dead of night. The commotion woke everyone—not just the innkeepers, but Song Xin and her group as well.

"Miss Cheng, what's the matter?" the innkeeper asked, seeing her drenched in cold sweat, her face ghostly pale. It was clear she had been utterly terrified.

"I'm not staying in that room! There's—there's something wrong with it!" Linglong forced her way inside. Even standing in the courtyard felt unsafe. Only among other people did the cold fear on her back begin to ease.

"You shouldn't say things like that," the innkeeper's wife said with a frown. "If word of this gets out, no one will stay at our place again!"

"It's not—I mean it! Under that bed—"

"Scared by ghost stories?" Song Xin cut in, no longer annoyed at having her sleep disturbed. Instead, she was clearly savoring the result of their little game. "Old Qian and Xiao Zhou, really now, telling horror stories so late!"

She tried to sound sympathetic, but couldn't hide the gloating satisfaction on her face. Linglong ignored her and the cronies barely suppressing their laughter. She clutched the innkeeper's arm tightly. "It's true! I saw a woman crawl under my bed!"

"See? It's just those stories getting to her," Sonmerfield Roy chuckled. "I'm such a jerk, scaring Miss Cheng like that. Tell you what—tomorrow I'll buy you a mountain feast to make up for it."

"I think we should do this instead: Miss Cheng should bunk with someone else tonight. Don't stay in that room anymore. A young lady shouldn't be alone..." The innkeeper had seen enough to realize Linglong was being bullied, and although he sympathized with her, he also wanted to keep the peace.

But Linglong clung to him, refusing to let go. "If you don't believe me, go look! The floor under the bed is completely raised—I saw it clearly!"

"Alright, alright, I'll take a look." The innkeeper sighed, knowing that until he did, Linglong wouldn't calm down. He was certain she'd just had a nightmare and wasn't worried. He grabbed a flashlight and exchanged a glance with his wife. The two of them headed outside.

"We'll go too—let's see what scared her so badly," Song Xin said with a smirk. At her command, the whole group followed. Linglong didn't dare stay alone in the main house, but she also didn't want to return to that storeroom. Still, she had no choice.

Now packed with people, the room felt a little less terrifying.

The innkeeper picked up the emergency lamp still lying on the floor and held a powerful flashlight in his other hand. He crouched down and looked under the bed, just as Linglong had described.

One glance—and he straightened up immediately, turning to his wife with a stunned expression. His face clearly said: Linglong wasn't imagining things. This was no dream.

His wife dropped down to the floor to see for herself. She and her husband looked again—then stood up and stared at each other.

"What's going on? Just damp bricks?" the innkeeper asked uncertainly.

Before his wife could reply, Linglong said, "No—it was fine before I went to bed."

"Is it an earthquake tremor?" Benedict Flora shivered.

"Can't be, or it wouldn't just happen here. Besides, Xiao Cheng said... there was a woman—" Davy Dennis blurted out before stopping herself.

"Move it aside and check," the innkeeper said, gritting his teeth. He had to get to the bottom of this.

He knew these were outsiders. If they left with unanswered questions, his inn would suffer. Good news doesn't travel, but bad news spreads like wildfire. One slip, and his business would be ruined.

He gave his wife a look. She ran to the corner and brought back two shovels. With Sonmerfield Roy and another male colleague's help, they moved the heavy wooden bed to the side.

Immediately, the bulging floor beneath was revealed.

All the surrounding bricks looked old—except these. These were obviously newly laid.

The innkeeper now looked genuinely alarmed. He scanned the group for support. No one had left the room, but everyone's face was tense. Realizing no help was coming, he had to rely on himself. He crouched down.

The bricks were loose. Just a slight tug and they lifted easily—he didn't even need the shovel. One by one, he removed the bricks, slowly revealing the soil beneath.

The dirt looked loosely packed, like it had been thrown in casually.

The innkeeper swallowed hard. A powerful sense of dread made it hard to breathe. His heart felt like it would explode from his chest. He looked around again—no one was watching him. They were all staring, eyes fixed on the patch of earth.

He had no choice. With trembling hands, he brushed the soil away.

Beneath the dirt—a sliver of plastic appeared.

His mind went blank. Acting on instinct, he pulled it.

And then—

A pile of pale white objects spilled out into view.

For a few seconds, there was total silence.

Then—screams erupted.

Everyone scrambled to flee, stumbling and crawling as they ran!

Linglong was shoved to the ground by someone and got a close-up view of what had been buried in the earth— A corpse.

Though decomposed, it was clearly the body of a perfectly proportioned woman. Amidst the splotchy corpse marks, one stood out in vivid contrast— A maple-leaf-shaped red birthmark.

There was no head on her shoulders. Her head had been placed at her feet. But—it was a man's head, covered in a full beard, twisted in a grimace. And those dead, empty eyes—stared straight at Linglong.

Chapter 6 Shadows of the Past

"Gu, I want in on this case," Ward Alan said as soon as they returned to the station.

"You really are impossible—dragging your feet when pushed, and charging ahead when held back." Gu Long shot him a glance. "But your attitude changed awfully fast. Did you discover something? And tell me—why did you throw up back there?"

Ward Alan hesitated for a moment but didn't speak.

"Forget that we're longtime friends. Even if we were strangers, if what you know is related to the case, you have an obligation to tell me." Gu Long fixed his gaze on Ward Alan's pale face. "You recognized the victim's body—or at least a part of it—didn't you?"

"Gu!" Ward Alan cut him off. He didn't want to revisit the image of that mismatched body. "Do you remember Ula?"

Gu Long was stunned.

How could he forget Ula? That Chinese-Russian beauty—when Ward Alan had won her heart, it stirred equal parts envy and admiration. Every winter and summer break, Ula would come from Yuanshui City to visit him at school. During those times, all the guys would linger around a few extra days, just for a glimpse of her—even though she belonged to Ward Alan alone.

"You're sure?" Gu Long found it hard to believe. "We'll need proof. She didn't even... have a head."

"All her family are gone. Every winter and summer she came to see me. We lived together for years—how could I not recognize her body?" Ward Alan grew agitated. "She had a palm-sized red maple leaf birthmark on her left rib. Just above it, at the base of her left breast, there was a thin scar—Ula used to say it was the vein of the leaf. She was also in a car accident—broke her collarbone, ribs, and arm. Her blood type is AB. If your forensics team is any good, it won't take long to prove I'm right."

"Alright, alright—calm down. But we don't have a forensic specialist here. We'll have to send her to the city. Don't worry though—the coroner there is someone I know. Top-notch. She's been called to train staff all over the province. Nothing slips past her."

"Sorry, I'm a mess right now."

"Come on, we've been friends for years. No need for that." Gu Long patted him on the shoulder. "You've never had a steady girlfriend all this time—is it because... you're still in love with Ula?"

Ward Alan didn't answer.

Because he didn't know what to say. Did he still love her—is that why he couldn't forget her? Or was it the pain and guilt that haunted him, making it impossible to let go? Just like he'd said: he was a mess. Right now, all he wanted was to find the killer—and finally solve the mystery that had tormented him for years.

"Chief Gu, the witnesses are here. Do you want to question them yourself?" a young officer poked his head in.

"Yes. Let's do it ourselves." Gu Long nodded and led Ward Alan to the interview room.

As soon as they entered, Ward Alan spotted Linglong among the eight witnesses. She'd changed into her own clothes, and his jacket and shoes were neatly folded on her lap.

He said nothing, only offered her a warm look, then listened as Gu Long patiently questioned the group about the events leading up to and following the incident. Before long, Ward Alan pieced it together—thirteen employees from the same company had come on this trip. Six others were staying at a nearby guesthouse. From the start, they'd been bullying this girl named Strachey Angela.

It stirred his instinct to protect the weak. He jumped in, questioning the group about the stories they'd told. Why had the murder occurred right after they told ghost stories? What had they done after leaving the small separate room? He pressed so hard it felt like the police suspected their storytelling had something to do with the case. The group became flustered, rushing to defend themselves.

Gu Long, standing beside him, understood exactly what Ward Alan was doing. But he also found the group's behavior, especially under Song Xin's lead, quite disgusting. So he let Ward Alan go on. Once he was satisfied, Gu Long finally stepped in.

"That's enough for today. Thank you all for your cooperation. We've arranged lodging for you at an inn in town, but as you know, it's peak travel season and rooms are tight, so the conditions aren't great. Apologies in advance. That said, we ask that you remain in the area for now. This case is highly unusual, and we need your continued cooperation. Of course, you're free to move around tomorrow—you're on vacation after all. Liu, please escort the witnesses back for some rest."

With a mix of cajoling and implied pressure, he got them all out of the station.

As Linglong passed Ward Alan, she handed him the jacket and shoes and thanked him sincerely.

"It's our duty to protect citizens. If you need help, find a police officer," Ward Alan said, a little embarrassed by her formality.

"No—I meant for how you handled the questioning." Linglong smiled and turned to leave.

"Smart girl!" Gu Long gave Ward Alan a light kick, gesturing for him to put his shoes on. With all the chaos since the crime scene, he hadn't had a chance to.

"She knew you were standing up for her during that questioning. So? Thinking of giving it a shot?"

"You're still playing matchmaker at a time like this?" Ward Alan used Gu Long's own line against him. "Focus on your damn case."

As he spoke, he looked out the window. That uneasy feeling crept up again—the sensation of being watched, like a guilty conscience breathing down his neck. He forced Linglong's image from his mind.

"You said you'd help me. Until this case is solved, I'm not letting you go home." Gu Long said, "The sun's coming up soon. Preliminary scene reports aren't in yet. You want to crash at my place, or what?"

"I'll nap right here." Ward Alan pointed to the bench in the interrogation room. Memories long buried began to surface one by one.

He lay down on the hard bench, intending to think through the case, but exhaustion hit him fast—and before long, he was asleep.

As he slipped into unconsciousness, he felt a woman's cool, soft body curl into his arms, like a serpent sliding against him.

It's happening again... she's back, he thought weakly.

"Did you forget me?" the woman whispered in that familiar way. "You promised you never would."

Ward Alan tried to speak, but a cold hand covered his mouth.

"You're a man—your word should mean something. Otherwise, I'll suffer. You don't understand—it's horrible not to be loved. You don't want me to suffer in hell, do you?" she continued softly. "You can only love me. If you fall for someone else, my heart will be fried in boiling oil. I'll be torn apart by the ghosts who covet me—one takes an arm, one a leg, one my head, others my organs... it hurts so much. It really does! It's your fault I ended up like this. If you hadn't fought with me, if you had come with me, I'd be fine now. We'd be together. Maybe we'd even have a child. Don't fall for anyone else. You owe me that."

Her flat, sorrowful tone went on and on, pulling Ward Alan deeper into guilt. He wanted to scream, but couldn't. He wanted to move, but his body felt encased in ice.

So he gave up, letting the nightmare replay itself again.

When he didn't move, the woman giggled softly. "That's better. You're mine. Always mine. No matter what I become, you'll always be mine. You did this to me, so you must love me forever."

Her voice gentle, she kissed his face, stroked his body, and then slowly became a piece of black fabric, wrapping him from head to toe.

"Now you can't escape. You'll be mine forever."

In the darkness, Ward Alan saw a white female body appear before him, a maple leaf-shaped birthmark on her left rib.

"Ula," he finally managed to speak.

"Did you forget me?" a man's voice replied.

Startled, Ward Alan's eyes snapped open. In front of him, the female body rapidly decayed—and on her neck was a man's head.

"Mistake! It's all a mistake!" the head shouted, lunging toward him—

And Ward Alan jolted awake, sunlight spilling across his face.
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Chapter 7 – The Owner of the Head
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It was over.

Lying limply on the sofa, Ward Alan squinted up at the ceiling and thought.

Everyone assumed he had used some impressive tactics to win over a beauty like her. In truth, they had simply been high school classmates. Ula's stunning beauty attracted far too much attention from ill-intentioned men. Her mother had given birth to her with an unknown Russian man, and then ran off with another foreigner to the other side of the globe, leaving Ula behind with just enough money to live.

Only he had protected her. Because of the vague affections of youth, because he had always aspired to become a police officer, and because of that innate sense of righteousness in his bones—she loved him, and no one else.

That was all.

Later, they were accepted into different universities. They fell deeply in love and became the envy of all. Then, in their graduation year, a small misunderstanding drove a wedge between them. And after that day, he never saw her again.

He was supposed to go with her to Liangjie Mountain, but in a moment of petty anger, he stood her up. From that day on, she disappeared. The case of four missing students from Yuanshui University of Chinese Medicine became an unsolved mystery for over ten years.

He didn't believe she was dead. But she haunted his dreams, painfully and vividly. She appeared again and again, and with each return, his guilt deepened—made him feel that falling in love with another woman would be a sin, a betrayal.

Each time, she would say: He was the one who killed her.

"Captain Yan, Director Gu wants you in the conference room," a young policewoman knocked and entered.

"Oh, thanks," Ward Alan replied with a smile, getting up and brushing past her flushed face, cursing Gu Long inwardly.

Just to call him to a meeting—was it necessary to send a pretty young officer?

He knew he was attractive, especially when he smiled. But Gu Long didn't need to keep tossing him into these romantic traps at every opportunity. Gu Long meant well, trying to get him to settle down, but none of them knew the truth—not just that Ula had disappeared, but that her shadow lingered in his dreams. They didn't know that whenever he started to feel anything for another woman, Ula would appear, whispering about his cruelty.

He was a cop. People saw him as strong, sharp, and fearless—a nemesis of darkness and crime. But he was still human, and emotionally, he was weak. Those unexplainable dreams had drained his will to love anyone else. And that was something he could never explain to anyone.

He entered the meeting room and shot Gu Long a glare before sitting down for the case briefing.

Since the misaligned body had been discovered the previous night, there hadn't been much evidence collected yet, so the discussion was still preliminary.

According to the innkeeper, it was peak tourist season. Over the past two weeks, his inn had been fully booked, hosting four different groups of guests. Only Strachey Angela had ever stayed in that storage room. Normally, the room was kept locked. His wife, who liked to keep things tidy, would clean it every few days but had never noticed anything unusual.

"Someone talk to him about keeping quiet. We don't need him spreading nonsense and turning this into a superstition case," Gu Long reminded.

A criminal investigator nodded.

"So, has anyone asked if there were any strange occurrences in recent weeks?" Ward Alan asked. "Did you ask the innkeeper?"

"I did," Gu Long answered. "He said that about ten days ago, there was a tour group staying there. They were supposed to leave early to watch the sunrise, but oddly enough, everyone—including the innkeeper and his wife—overslept and didn't wake until mid-morning. He said maybe some mountain spirit had bewitched them."

"What about forensics?"

"The team's still working, but so far, the only promising lead is that pair of female footprints."

"They looked muddy, but it hasn't rained here in days, has it?"

"Exactly. That's what makes it unusual," Gu Long nodded.

"I think another lead worth pursuing is that tour group from ten days ago. If the murderer was among them and had the means to drug everyone else, the timeline would fit. I'm no coroner, but based on the rate of decomposition, the murder could've happened around then. It lines up—means and opportunity. We have to follow that thread," said Ward Alan.

Without concrete evidence, even the smallest clues mattered.

"Also, the innkeeper identified the severed head," another officer reported.

That immediately caught Ward Alan's attention. Identifying the head might help them find Ula's head too.

"The man's name was Wang San. He was from out of town, thirty-eight years old, unmarried. He came to Jingxian a few years ago and made a living selling travel souvenirs and sketching portraits for tourists. He lived alone and kept to himself. Local vendors confirmed he often worked around the back mountain waterfalls. He had a reclusive nature but no criminal history."

"Sketching portraits?" Ward Alan was puzzled. "Was he any good?"

He'd heard of art students drawing portraits in foreign plazas to pay for school, or even in big Chinese cities—but a reclusive man making a living this way in a rural area? That was new.

"Reportedly very good—lifelike and highly detailed. During tourist season, his business was booming. Other vendors were envious."

"Let's check out his place. Also, assign someone to investigate his background thoroughly. What do you think, Gu?"

"You're in charge, master detective," Gu Long joked, but his serious expression showed how much pressure he felt from this case.

Wang San lived in a shabby rental house on the outskirts of town. The path was winding and hard to find—as if he didn't want to be found.

Once inside, Ward Alan could tell at a glance: Wang San was a pseudonym, and this man had definitely received formal art training. Despite the mess typical of a bachelor's home, the space had carefully crafted details. His paintings and landscape photos only confirmed it further.

Ward Alan combed through Wang San's belongings. Nothing stood out—except for a few small models.

They were made of wood and painted in bright colors. They looked vaguely like pyramids, but not quite. The sides had angular ridges.

"What's this?" Gu Long asked.

"No idea. But something about them feels off. Bring them all back to the station."

Gu Long sighed. "Man, it's true—idleness dulls the brain. Back at police university, I wasn't a top student, but I did well. I've spent ten years in this peaceful little town, and now I can't even figure out where to begin."

"I wish I could trade places. If every police officer forgot how to investigate because things were too peaceful, this country would be a utopia." Ward Alan clapped him on the shoulder. "Enough nostalgia. Let's head back and comb through the missing persons records. This Wang San guy was clearly hiding something. Let's dig up his past."

"We'll start with records from the years he's been in Jingxian. If there's nothing, we'll go back further. Also, check the national wanted list—he could've been hiding from someone, only to get tracked down and murdered."

"See? Your brain isn't rusty at all." Ward Alan grinned. "A little push and you're sharp again. Come on—back to the station. Time for a needle-in-a-haystack operation."
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