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Prologue
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Paris, a city full of romance and art, hides many unknown evils. This book tells the story of detectives like Jacob Hamilton fighting crime in Paris, showing their bravery and wisdom in the pursuit of justice, as well as their resilience and determination in the face of complex criminal networks.
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Chapter 1: Suspicious clouds on the street
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The street-side café is already full of people of all kinds. The rich aroma of coffee drifts through the air like an invisible thread, connecting people's sense of smell and taste buds, and attracting the attention of passers-by. Some people are leisurely sitting on the open-air seats, sipping coffee while reading the newspaper in their hands, enjoying this rare and pleasant morning; others are in groups of two or three, enthusiastically discussing last night's football match or the latest gossip in town. Their laughter seems to be the brisk notes played by the city, adding a bit of lively atmosphere to this slightly chilly morning.

Not far away, on the road, the traffic is heavy and unceasing. The sound of car horns and engines interweaves like a noisy but orderly symphony, playing the busy and vibrant life of the city. The bus slowly drives past, its body covered in colourful advertising stickers, as if it were wearing a flashy coat, shining in the sunlight and creating a stark contrast with the surrounding ancient buildings.

Jacob Hamilton, a young and upright detective, is dressed in the iconic dark blue police uniform, wearing a police cap. His eyes, like keen hawks' eyes, are always scanning the surroundings vigilantly. He strides with a steady and powerful pace through the streets, which are a mixture of hustle and bustle, looking like a loyal guardian protecting the peace of the city, not allowing any hint of danger to sneak into this land he loves.

Today's London seems no different from usual, but Jacob has a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach. It's an instinct cultivated over the years on the police force, like an invisible hand gently tugging at his nerves, making him dare not let his guard down for even a moment.

When he patrolled to the entrance of a slightly remote alley, the scene in front of him suddenly made his gaze sharp, like a cheetah spotting its prey. He saw several figures sneaking around an old van, busily carrying some boxes. The boxes looked quite heavy, and the men were having a hard time carrying them. Their faces were full of nervousness and panic, and big beads of sweat kept rolling off their foreheads and splashing tiny dust on the ground. Their eyes, like frightened rabbits, looked around from time to time, as if they were afraid of being discovered by someone. In their flickering glances, there was an unconcealable sense of guilt and unease.

Jacob's heart tightened. Years of experience in handling cases told him that these people were definitely up to no good. Without hesitation, he quickened his pace and walked towards the group of people, shouting, ‘Hey! Stop!’ The voice resounded like a great bell in the alley, breaking the slightly eerie silence and causing those carrying the boxes to tremble and freeze in their tracks.

However, after just a moment's pause, those people, like firecrackers that have been lit, dropped the boxes in their hands and, with their legs pumping, ran deep into the alley. Their panicked appearance was like that of a group of mice that had seen a cat and just wanted to escape from this dangerous place as quickly as possible.

‘Stop!’ Jacob shouted as he gave chase. He moved swiftly, his feet making a light dust cloud on the uneven alley floor with each step, as if the smoke from his pursuit of justice. The fleeing men were clearly familiar with the alley, zigzagging left and right, weaving through the intricate network of alleys, trying to shake off Jacob, who was in hot pursuit.

Jacob was following them, taking a close look at his surroundings, and secretly cursing. The alleys of London were like a natural maze, winding and twisting, and every fork in the road looked almost exactly the same. If you weren't careful, you could easily lose your target. But at the moment, he had only one thought in his mind: he absolutely must not let these suspicious people escape. He wanted to find out what was in those boxes and what kind of conspiracy these people were plotting.

During the chase, the distance between Jacob and the men gradually narrowed, and he could even hear their rapid and panicked breathing, as if it were the cry of their inner fear. Suddenly, the man running in front tripped over a stone on the ground, fell forward, and fell to the ground, letting out a painful scream. Seeing this, the people behind hesitated for a moment, but they did not stop to help their companion. Instead, they continued to run desperately forward. That cold and ruthless move could not help but deeply question the selfishness and indifference in human nature. In the face of danger, so-called companionship is so fragile. Just to escape, they can unhesitatingly abandon others. What a sad and lamentable reality.

Jacob took the opportunity to speed up and caught up with the man who had fallen to the ground in a few steps. He took a few strides forward and pushed the man to the ground with one hand. The man still tried to struggle and resist, shouting in his mouth, ‘Let me go! What are you basing this on? I didn't do anything!’ The voice revealed a kind of bravado arrogance, but it could not hide the fear in his heart. It was like a beast captured by a hunter, knowing that resistance was useless, but still unwillingly making a last struggle.

Jacob looked at him coldly and said sternly, ‘You didn't do anything? Then why are you running? Tell me the truth, what's in those boxes?’ His eyes exuded an unquestionable authority, as if two cold lasers were shooting straight at the other person, making him afraid to look at him and lower his head, stammering, ‘I... I don't know, I was just helping to move something, I really don't know anything else.’

‘Hmph, don't know? Do you think I'll believe your words?’ Jacob snorted, and the force in his hand increased a little more. He was very angry in his heart at this person's sophistry. In his opinion, these people had obviously been involved in something shameful, but they still attempted to cover up the truth with lies. This was a blatant defiance of the law and a provocation of justice. As a detective, he could never tolerate such a thing, and he must let the truth be known to the world and make these lawbreakers receive the punishment they deserve.

Just as Jacob was about to continue his questioning, he suddenly heard the sound of a car starting up in the distance. The sound was particularly jarring in the quiet alley, and he secretly cursed, realising that the rest of the people might have fled in their car. He stood up and looked in the direction of the sound. He saw the dilapidated van raising a cloud of dust and speeding towards the other end of the alley, quickly disappearing from his sight.

Jacob gave his thigh an exasperated thump. He was full of frustration. He had finally tracked down a clue, but most of the suspects had escaped. However, now was not the time to be frustrated. He turned to the man he had pressed to the ground and thought that he might be able to get some useful information from him.

He escorted the man back to the place where he had found the boxes before. The boxes were still lying there quietly, as if they were mysterious Pandora's boxes, waiting to be opened and reveal their hidden secrets. Jacob carefully opened one of the boxes and saw that it contained some broken ceramic pieces. The ceramics looked quite old, with exquisite patterns. Although they were in pieces, one could still see their former beauty and preciousness.

Jacob frowned, an ominous feeling welled up in his heart. He knew a little about cultural relics, and these fragments were most likely from a precious cultural relic. Could there be a major case of cultural relic smuggling behind this? He dared not be careless, so he quickly took out his mobile phone and called the police station, reporting the situation here and requesting support and professional cultural relic appraisers to come and inspect.

In no time at all, his colleagues from the police station arrived at the scene, including an experienced cultural relics expert. The expert put on gloves and carefully examined the ceramic fragments. His face became very solemn. He looked up at Jacob and said slowly, ‘Detective Hawthorne, these fragments are preliminarily judged to be precious cultural relics stolen from a castle in France. This is no small matter. It seems that there is a lot of water under the bridge.’

Jacob was shocked to hear this. He knew that once this matter involved transnational cultural relics smuggling, it would become extremely complicated and difficult. However, there was no sign of retreat in his eyes, but rather, they were even more determined. It was as if he were a warrior about to embark on a difficult journey, knowing full well that the road ahead was full of thorns, but still determined to uncover the mystery, seek the truth, and protect justice.

He looked at his colleagues and said firmly, ‘No matter how powerful the forces behind this are, we cannot let these criminals get away with it. We must investigate this case to the bottom and recover the stolen cultural relics so that they can return to their rightful owners.’

His colleagues nodded in agreement. They all knew the enormity of the task, but as police officers, it was their unshirkable responsibility to uphold justice and fight crime, and they would never back down, even in the face of difficulties.

Then, the group began to conduct a more detailed investigation of the scene, collecting any clues that might be useful. From the tyre tracks on the ground to the suspicious scratches on the surrounding walls, they didn't miss a single detail. It was as if they were a group of persistent treasure hunters, searching for the key to unlock the truth in this small alley. Jacob, on the other hand, was deep in thought, pondering the identities of the suspects and their possible next move. He knew that this was just the beginning of a long and difficult battle, and that what awaited him next would be more challenges and unknown dangers. But he was ready. For the sake of justice and to protect the peace of the city, he was willing to pay any price, even if it meant a thrilling and desperate battle against the forces of darkness, he would never give up.

During the investigation, Jacob had a preliminary idea based on the direction in which the suspicious people fled and the location of the surveillance cameras in front of some of the surrounding shops. He decided to check the surveillance footage as soon as he returned to the police station to see if he could identify some of the suspects from it and find a breakthrough for further investigation of the case.

After everything had been dealt with, Jacob and his colleagues returned to the police station with the captured suspect and the collected evidence. Along the way, he looked out of the car window at the familiar streetscape of London, his thoughts racing. This city he loved so much appeared prosperous and peaceful on the surface, but who knew how much evil and conspiracy was hidden in the unseen corners? And he was determined to be the light that dispelled the darkness, so that every corner of London could bask in the sunshine of justice, so that people could live in peace, no longer threatened by these criminal acts.

Back at the police station, Jacob paid no attention to rest and went straight to the surveillance room. He sat in front of the computer and began to carefully check the surveillance footage from that period of time. The images on the video kept switching, and Jacob's eyes were glued to the screen, checking frame by frame, not missing any suspicious figures. Time slowly passed during this tedious but intense process of checking, and Jacob's eyes began to feel a little sore, but he still didn't show the slightest sign of relaxation, as if what he was doing was the most important thing in the world.

Finally, hard work pays off. After some careful investigation, Jacob has identified the general identity of one of the suspects in a surveillance image. It is a small-time crook with a history of multiple thefts who frequents underground venues in London and has connections with many criminals. Jacob is overjoyed. This is undoubtedly an important clue. If they follow this line of investigation, they may be able to find traces of the entire criminal gang.

He quickly told his partner George Graham about the news. George was also very excited to hear it. The two of them hit it off and decided to immediately conduct an in-depth investigation of this small time crook. They would comb through all aspects of his personal relationships and daily scope of activities to uncover the truth of this case. They wanted to let those who seek to profit through illegal means know that the majesty of the law is not to be violated and that justice will ultimately triumph over evil. Even if the process is difficult and tortuous, it will surely shine in the end, illuminating every inch of this city, so that the evils hidden in the darkness have nowhere to hide, so that London can return to its pure and beautiful appearance, so that the people who live here can continue to enjoy the pleasures of life in an environment full of security, and feel the unique charm and cultural heritage contained in this ancient city, rather than constantly worrying about being overshadowed by evil. This is their mission as detectives, and also their deepest protection and love for this city and its people.
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Chapter 2: Clues
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Inside the London Police Station, the slightly outdated but majestic office area is dimly lit, as if trying to pierce through the layers of fog left by the years and barely illuminate this world. The photos of major cases over the years hanging on the wall are like silent witnesses, silently telling the thrilling and difficult experiences of the police station in the past, constantly reminding everyone working here that the road to justice is never an easy one.

Jacob Hamilton and George Graham are sitting at their messy but orderly desks, which are piled high with documents, photos and all kinds of case-related materials. They look like small mountains waiting to be excavated, each of which may hide the key clue that will clear up the case. The two men are focused and serious, their eyes fixed on the computer screen, which is displaying the information on the petty criminal with a previous theft conviction that they previously locked onto. The dense text and pictures seem like a mysterious code that they need to decipher with all their hearts.

‘George, look at this guy. Despite his numerous criminal records, it seems that he has only ever come dangerously close to committing a crime and has never actually been involved in anything major. I think someone is definitely behind him, and I think he was just following orders in this cultural relics smuggling case.’ Jacob frowned, rolling the mouse wheel while speaking thoughtfully. His voice was low but sharp, like a sword unsheathed in the dark night, trying to cut the chain of evil hidden in the darkness. His words were full of cautious judgments of this complicated case, and they also showed his keen insight as a detective. He would never be easily be confused by appearances, but instead strive to uncover the deeper truth. Behind this is also an interrogation of the helplessness and sadness in human nature that is willing to be manipulated by others for the sake of profit and reduced to a criminal tool. Even though they clearly know that what they are doing is illegal, they are still driven step by step by an invisible hand into the abyss of evil, unable to extricate themselves.

George Graham nodded slightly, stroked the slightly grey stubble on his chin, and his eyes were deep and calm, as if a deep ancient well, hiding endless experience and wisdom. He said slowly, ‘Well, I agree with you, Jacob. This guy is like a pawn that people can move at will, but it's not that simple to find the person behind the game through him. We have to start with his circle of friends and see who he usually hangs out with closely. Maybe we can follow the clues and find the big fish hiding behind the scenes.’ His tone was tinged with a hint of caution and determination. He knew that this investigation might touch on some intricate webs of interests, but as a policeman, his sense of mission to protect justice made him choose to face the difficulties without hesitation. Even if the road ahead was full of thorns and dangers, he would never retreat. This reflects the noble side of human nature that is fearless and adheres to principles when facing difficulties and dangers. Even though he knows that there may be many obstacles, he must, for the sake of his beliefs, break through the darkness and let the truth come to light.

They got to work immediately. Jacob was responsible for retrieving the recent phone records of the thug, while George went to visit the underground places where he often hung out to see if he could find some useful information from there.

Jacob went to the communications department, where the staff were busy tapping away at the keyboards. Various instruments and equipment were humming softly, as if a group of hardworking bees were working hard to make honey of justice. After explaining his purpose to the responsible colleague, Jacob sat down and waited quietly. Time passed slowly in this slightly boring wait, and every minute felt like an eternity, causing some inexplicable anxiety. But Jacob knew that this moment of patient waiting was to obtain more accurate and crucial clues. Just like a hunter waiting for his prey to enter the best hunting range, he must be patient in order to strike at the right moment.

Finally, the call records were retrieved. Jacob took the thick stack of paper, which contained detailed records of each phone number and information such as the time and duration of the call. Looking at this, Jacob felt as if he was seeing an invisible network of relationships gradually unrolling before his eyes. All he had to do was find the key ‘threads’ in it and single out the criminals behind it one by one. He leafed through the list carefully, and with his many years of experience, he quickly identified a few frequently occurring and suspicious numbers. One of the numbers even showed a location in France. This made Jacob wonder if there was really an inextricable link between this cultural relics smuggling case and France. He dared not be careless, so he quickly recorded this important discovery and prepared to discuss it with George when they met later.
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