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​
Gao Ting immediately agreed to Lu Xin’s suggestion and found a solution.
She negotiated with the hotel and arranged for everyone to change rooms.
This hotel had a large Dormitory Bunkhouse, crammed enough to sleep thirty or forty people.
Since more than half the drivers were already sleeping in the Bunkhouse, they could return straightaway. The few outsiders who had been staying in that bunkroom, looking somewhat bewildered, were replaced by Sister Gao with other standard rooms from the convoy and promptly moved.
When the Veteran Drivers, carrying their luggage with trepidation, entered the Dormitory Bunkhouse, they all exchanged uneasy glances, an indescribable heaviness hanging in the air.
"Could a powerful Killer have come in? Did they... did they kill them?"
"If it were a Killer, that might be better. I’m afraid... afraid they were dragged away by ghosts?"
"..."
Under the dim yellow light, some kept nervously glancing around, terrified that suddenly, the person next to them might vanish.
Even more frightening was the thought that they themselves might be the one to disappear.
Others couldn't help whispering speculations, yet no theory seemed convincing.
"Brother... Brother Lu Xin, this matter..."
Lead Driver Gao Ting, standing by the door with Lu Xin, hesitated as she inquired.
Though she was the authoritative Truck Leader, holding absolute sway over this convoy, she now felt powerless and had to rely entirely on Lu Xin. This was a barrier in her mind. Yet, having witnessed Lu Xin handle the Brain-like Monster earlier, and owing him considerable help, she voiced her questions.
"I haven't discovered why those people disappeared," said Lu Xin. "For now, all I can offer is a suggestion."
Facing his earnest gaze, Gao Ting felt a surge of tension. "What suggestion?"
Lu Xin responded, "Report to the police!"
Gao Ting’s expression grew peculiar.
Lu Xin elaborated seriously, "Reporting to the police is the most reliable course. In our Qinggang, there are people who handle such matters. Central City surely must have them too. If you report it, it might alert personnel from Central City’s Special Clean-up Department. Maybe they can resolve this issue."
"Understood..."
Though not fully understanding what the Special Clean-up Department was, Gao Ting nodded firmly. "Okay."
Coming from the Wilderness, people like her instinctively distrusted the Administrative Hall and Guard Bureau within Highwall Cities. Subconsciously, she always felt these institutions were aligned with people like Zhao Hui, and reporting might be like walking into a trap. Nonetheless, trusting Lu Xin at this moment, she gritted her teeth and followed his advice.
Given the bizarre circumstances, she dared not send anyone alone. Accompanied by two others, she hurried to the front desk. Borrowing the landline from the plump Landlady, she called the Guard Bureau and received a promise that they would come immediately.
The group returned to the Dormitory Bunkhouse to wait patiently.
However, whether due to Central City’s Guard Bureau being slow or other reasons, no one arrived even after a long wait.
Outside, night gradually fell.
...
"What's going on?"
"Should we call again? Urge them?"
"I called. Later, no one answered at all. Should we send someone to inquire directly?"
"In a situation like this, who dares to go out?"
"..."
After waiting left and right, still with no sign of Guard Bureau personnel, the Veteran Drivers grew increasingly anxious.
The unsettling event was already unnerving, and now night had descended.
"Is Central City’s efficiency really this low?"
Lu Xin pondered and shook his head internally. Our Qinggang isn’t like this.
He considered going directly to find Special Clean-up Department agents. However: leaving might endanger the convoy, and Qinggang had specifically instructed him to avoid contacting Central City's SCD personnel. To some extent, Ability Users from one Highwall City entering another’s territory were viewed with suspicion.
Especially since he currently possessed intelligence regarding the God’s Brain—exposure was undesirable.
"Time to prepare to handle this ourselves..."
After a moment’s reflection, Lu Xin made a decision and addressed Gao Ting and the others, "For now, remain vigilant. Secure all doors and windows."
"Will closing doors and windows... actually help?"
The Veteran Drivers were skeptical.
"It should help, unless the threat genuinely is ghosts..."
Lu Xin mused, then added, "Moreover, for extra security, we could employ a few methods to protect ourselves. For instance: First, tie everyone’s hands together with rope, linking us, so no one vanishes suddenly again..."
"Second, bring in some soil from outside and sprinkle it around the floor to check for footprints..."
"..."
Hearing him, they felt reassured. They quickly split into groups, fetching ropes and digging for soil.
Lu Xin watched silently as they completed their preparations, then nodded to Gao Ting:
"Stay here for now. I’m heading out."
"I need some privacy to think things through..."
"..."
"Privacy?"
Gao Ting was startled and looked at Lu Xin with concern.
"It's fine, don't worry."
Lu Xin understood her worry and smiled. "If something really came looking for me, it’d be easier to handle."
Though still troubled, Gao Ting nodded silently.
Lu Xin smiled and nodded back, then left alone.
He returned to the standard room he had stayed in before. When Gao Ting switched to the dormitory bunkhouse, she gave up all standard rooms, but perhaps considering Lu Xin’s uniqueness, she kept this one reserved. Now, without Old Zhou and Little Zhou, the room felt unnaturally quiet. The ceiling lamp swayed gently as if stirred by a breeze when he turned it on.
"Squeak..."
It was the sound as Lu Xin sat on the bed.
He pulled out his phone again and dialed the Qinggang office staff member. It wouldn't connect.
Or rather, there was no signal at all.
After some thought, Lu Xin placed the phone back in his bag, crossing his hands and resting his chin on them as he pondered in silence.
He sat motionless for a long while as the night outside grew darker.
A nocturnal breeze swirled quietly through the courtyard.
Lu Xin waited patiently, but nothing strange happened. He couldn't help feeling bored.
Left to his own thoughts, he wondered: could the office staff be missing too?
The recent events must be linked to what happened in White Tower Town, right?
Han Bing had already warned him that eliminating witnesses needed caution.
So, if the enemy was taking action, targeting the drivers first made sense:
Firstly, they were targets of elimination anyway;
Secondly, it was a way to test him.
He definitely wouldn't intervene... but what should he do?
Previously, he could’ve consulted Han Bing about such matters, but now he could only rely on himself.
Besides, Mother was quite skilled at finding people—but she wasn’t here either.
"Hmm..."
Lu Xin lifted his head after a long moment of silence. On the ceiling hung a pale figure, half-hidden in shadows.
"Little Sister, didn’t you notice anything earlier?"
He asked stubbornly, holding onto hope she might’ve glimpsed something.
"If I had, I’d already be holding my toy and talking to you."
Little Sister emotionlessly squeezed the Screaming Chicken clutched in her arms. "But it’s fascinating. Several times, I thought I sensed something... But when I tried looking closely, it vanished. So, I don’t even know whether I saw it or not."
"That’s nonsense!"
Lu Xin sighed, muttering, "If only Mother were here."
Little Sister glared at him angrily, giving the Screaming Chicken a vicious squeeze.
Ignoring her, Lu Xin lowered his gaze to his own shadow. The dim overhead bulb cast only a faint circle of darkness at his feet. Within that shadow, a pair of blood-red eyes seemed to emerge, staring straight back at him. For what felt like eternity, four eyes met in wordless silence. Finally, Lu Xin broke it:
"Have you noticed anything?"
"Hehehehe..."
A hollow, dry chuckle echoed at his ear. "Leveling this inn to the ground would be easy..."
Lu Xin shook his head wearily. "So... you didn’t notice anything either, then?"
Shadow: "......"
Giving another resigned shake of his head, Lu Xin mumbled once more: "If only Mother were here."
The atmosphere in the room turned decidedly awkward. Whether the figure clinging to the ceiling (Little Sister) or the eyes lurking in the shadow (Shadow)—both stared silently at Lu Xin. He just looked back at them with a hint of helpless innocence... and no small amount of disdain.
Also... it was rather awkward.
"Seems he won’t come looking for me after all..."
Lu Xin sat for a few more minutes, glanced hopefully out the window, and ultimately let his eyes drop in disappointment.
"Ahhh——"
Suddenly, distant screams of panic erupted, followed by the pounding sound of heavy running footsteps.
Little Zhou’s frantic, tear-choked voice soon rang out: "It’s bad, Brother Lu! Just now... someone else disappeared!"
"Hmm?"
Frowning, Lu Xin snapped to his feet and followed him to the dormitory bunkhouse door.
Chaos filled the room inside. The rope tying everyone’s wrists remained intact, a few new dangling loops floating emptily in place. Yet the people bound by them had vanished.
Dust stirred by frantic footsteps coated the floor.
Panicked drivers scrambled everywhere — shouting names, crawling under bunk beds.
Spotting Lu Xin, Gao Ting rushed forward, her voice urgent: "Just now... we were all sitting here, nothing happened... but I felt... uneasy. So I asked Sun Gouzi to do a headcount... but who would have thought... We came with thirty people! But now... only twenty-seven remain!"
"..."
"Three more gone?"
Lu Xin’s head snapped up in disbelief. How could more disappearances happen while everyone was gathered here, eyes wide open?
Gao Ting nodded fervently. "Yes! Three fewer! And we... we don’t even know when they vanished!"
Now, her voice shook with unmistakable terror.
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"How could a lively person just suddenly disappear..."
"Is it a ghost? It must have been dragged away by a ghost..."
"We're done... All of us will be eaten by ghosts, we're done..."
"......"
Panicked voices suddenly rose from the dormitory bunkhouse.
Fear could spread, and in this dormitory bunkhouse, it didn't even need to spread—it overwhelmed everyone outright.
A group of burly men had limbs visibly trembling at that moment, their faces turning pale or ashen, resembling a bunch of hanged ghosts.
"There are no ghosts in this world..."
Lu Xin instinctively wanted to correct their incorrect and unscientific thinking but didn't voice it.
He could see the panic in these people's hearts and knew they were just seeking an excuse for the unbelievable scene before them.
Even if their excuse was the even more terrifying "dragged away by a ghost," and the ghost concept itself was unreasonable, for them, any explanation was better than total confusion.
The unknown surpassed all fear.
......
"Are you sure no one left the room just now?"
Others could afford chaos, but he couldn't, so Lu Xin had to try his hardest to stay calm and look at the truck leader.
"Sure!"
Lead Driver Gao Ting bit her lip hard to make herself calm down, but her voice trembled a bit. "Everyone was staying obediently in the room just now, not daring to go anywhere. Even when they needed to piss, we made them do it in the corner, but..."
A fearful expression surfaced on her face. "But inexplicably, people... just decreased."
Lu Xin glanced at the damp picture on the wall of the dormitory bunkhouse and nodded.
He struggled to clear his somewhat chaotic mind.
People vanished inexplicably, and a large group failed to notice when their companions disappeared.
Tying them with ropes hadn't worked; they still vanished inexplicably.
According to Gao Ting and her group, it seemed no trace left on the dust when people disappeared...
Discussing such a thing felt like ants crawling all over one's body.
Lu Xin disliked this chaotic feeling, and his brows couldn't help but furrow slightly. "There are no ghosts in this world. That's certain."
He addressed the veteran drivers. "But there are indeed psychic entities that could cause something like this."
"Ah, that..."
The veteran drivers paused briefly. "Is there a difference?"
"One term is typical superstition; the other sounds a bit more scientific..."
Lu Xin explained earnestly and added. "If there really were some psychic entity even I couldn't see, dragging people away quietly, then it meant it was always near us and right in this room?"
Recalling this, he abruptly turned to scan the room.
His gaze turned sharp then, making all the veteran drivers in the room involuntarily nervous.
Even when barely touched by the edge of his look, they felt a shiver inside.
Lu Xin muttered aloud to himself. "Including right now?"
......
Hearing his seemingly very serious words, the group of veteran drivers grew even more tense.
The thought that an invisible monster might be among them, poised to devour them anytime, had them instinctively shrink back, an unspeakable chill scuttling up their spines to the napes of their necks.
Everyone sensed something lightly breathing on their backs.
One even leapt off the bed abruptly, desperate to flee the place now.
After all, who'd want to share a room with ghosts?
"It's no use."
Lu Xin studied the faces of those wanting to escape. "Even if you run, it'll probably follow you. Of course," his thoughts suddenly drifted. "if there's only one monster, then everyone escaping at once in every direction as fast as possible might overwhelm it—who knows if it could keep up with all..."
His words made everyone terribly tempted.
Lu Xin chuckled and dismissed it. "That'd be futile anyway, since we can't be certain if it has others with it."
Inside the room, the atmosphere sank into gloom once more.
Lead Driver Gao Ting kept watching Lu Xin's deep concentration, her mood equally tangled.
"We still need to find answers elsewhere..."
Despite the confusion in his own heart, Lu Xin wrestled to reflect hard on it, knowing none could help—not Little Sister, not even Father.
If Mother had been here—she excelled at finding people and might have discovered their whereabouts.
But Mother was absent after all. Although Lu Xin could borrow a fraction of her powers, what he could access was the ability to perceive human Emotion—an ability clearly unsuited for the current situation.
Forcibly borrowing the family's strength yielded only fragments. For instance, he could tap into Little Sister's reality-warping power yet failed to harness her endearing ability to fracture herself into pieces. As for Father's power, only the faintest trace was accessible.
That left him with only his own resources...
After all, he had undergone some Special Contamination training in Qinggang.
He was professional.
...
"If it truly was a Monster dragging people away..."
As this thought surfaced, Lu Xin fell silent for a moment before suddenly lifting his head to look at Gao Ting: "So what did it look like when the Monster dragged them? Did it manifest physically to swallow them whole? Or was it an invisible hand seizing their heads?"
"It couldn't have started with grabbing their ankles. If it had pulled on their ankles first, the victims should’ve had time to scream..."
"Theoretically, grabbing the head first would still allow time for a scream, right?"
"Unless it swallowed them mouth-first?"
"That doesn't fit either—swallowing mouth-first would involve struggle, almost like forceful kissing... Unless the captured person was utterly unable to resist. Meaning, it’s a severe Contamination effect, and such intense Contamination usually requires direct contact..."
"..."
Despite Lu Xin's logical reasoning, Gao Ting felt an eerie chill creep over her.
She had initially seen him as an expert, but the more he spoke, the more he sounded like a raving lunatic?
She gave a slight tremble before striving to maintain composure. "We... genuinely saw nothing..."
"There were so many people in one room, with multiple companions vanishing right beside you, and you saw nothing at all?" Lu Xin abruptly snapped his head toward her, his gaze piercing.
Stung by his accusatory tone, Gao Ting nodded, feeling ashamed. "Yes... Yes, it's entirely my fault..."
"No, that's not it." Lu Xin studied her intently, his eyes gradually brightening. "What I mean is, did none of you even register any disturbance?"
Gao Ting found herself struggling to keep up with his thoughts but nodded meekly once more anyway.
"Then I believe I've identified one distinct trait of this creature." Lu Xin's voice carried a note of satisfaction, a flicker of smugness even visible on his face.
Gao Ting caught on quickly. Seeing Lu Xin's small smile, she first felt bewildered, then quickly recalled their recent dialogue. Connecting the dots, a glimmer of insight struck her. "Ah!" she gasped softly, tense with realization. "You mean... this ghost... this Monster... only abducts someone when they aren't being watched?"
Lu Xin smiled approvingly. "Right. On the surface, everyone seems gathered in one place, but in reality, their attention varies. They don't constantly focus on every individual. And at the precise moment someone escapes notice—that’s when the Monster strikes and drags them away. See? Explaining it this way makes it seem a little less terrifying, doesn’t it?"
"That doesn’t make it any easier to handle..." Gao Ting instinctively retorted inwardly, taking a sharp breath that made her chest heave.
However, after calming herself, she conceded that, oddly enough, it did offer the faintest sliver of reassurance.
Not just for her. The surrounding Veteran Drivers who grasped the point suddenly wore expressions tinged with fragile hope. In the suffocating horror of the unimaginable situation they faced, discovering even one characteristic of their adversary felt like grasping at straws midst despair.
"Quick! Everyone pair up facing each other! Stare eye-to-eye! Do not—absolutely do not—blink!" The instant her thoughts solidified, Gao Ting shouted orders loudly, her voice urgent.
The group of Veteran Drivers reacted explosively, scrambling onto bunks, turning to face partners, eyes locking firmly onto one another—
Their gazes fixed like unblinking copper bells.
...
Lu Xin spun around to find Gao Ting herself glaring relentlessly, her eyes fixed hard upon him.
"Staring at me is useless. Look at the others!" Lu Xin waved her off dismissively. He moved to the nearby bunk edge, snagged a shallow basket holding cured tobacco leaves, picked up some fine rolling paper, and began stuffing tobacco into a roll of paper—mimicking Old Zhou’s cigarette-making method. He was down to only three of his gold-filtered cigarettes remaining. Best to economize.
Drawing deeply on the harsh plume of smoke, Lu Xin pondered slowly.
Merely identifying the creature's pattern wasn’t sufficient; they must also devise a solution. After all, the previous victims remained missing.
Moreover; was constant vigilance truly a foolproof guarantee against disappearance?
What about fatigue? Hunger? Needing the restroom? Sleepiness?
In theory, vanishing might require only a single, unnoticed blink of an eye.
Confronted with a Monster who waits for that lone, unobserved moment to seize its prey... Who in this world could truly evade its reach?
Unless, perhaps, the entire world marched to his drumbeat—forming an endless relay of eyes trained solely upon him.
"So then, how to crack this?" Lu Xin massaged his temples, a sudden wave of longing for Han Bing washing over him.
Amidst the oppressive silence of dozens of wide-eyed, staring pairs, the atmosphere inexorably frayed, moment by painful moment.
CRASH!
Time dissolved—until a tremendous, rending clamor split the air outside, as if something massive had slammed violently into the carriage.
Within the cabin, nerves already stretched taut, everyone jerked violently—Lu Xin included—their heads snapping simultaneously toward the window.
But a sweeping glance offered only undisturbed darkness beyond the glass. A jolt of dread shot through Lu Xin.
Whirling back around, his gaze swept the room—an emptiness suddenly stark where moments before numerous figures had sat.
Like a frigid spectral breath ghosting past, an involuntary chill instantly crept down every spine.
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"A few more people are gone this time?"
Lu Xin's face was ashen. After a moment, he slowly asked.
But even after what felt like a long time, he heard no response. It was only then he realized that Gao Ting, who had just been sitting not far from him, had vanished. The cushion she sat on, left with an indent, was now slowly reverting upward, silent.
"Truck Leader... the Truck Leader is gone too..."
Other Veteran Drivers, equally terrified, cried out hysterically, their voices quavering.
Instantly, chaos descended upon the entire Dormitory Bunkhouse. Gao Ting's importance within the Convoy was undeniable. While she was still present moments ago, even faced with such bizarre events, the Veteran Drivers retained some composure. Now, however, discovering that so many people had vanished in an instant, including their dependable Truck Leader, their panic became palpable and complete.
"Damn it, where is the Monster?"
"Come out, come out here! I'll chop you up..."
"I can't take it anymore, I'm not staying here, I need to get out now..."
“...”
Everyone reacted differently; the Dormitory Bunkhouse descended into pandemonium. Many leaped up, intent on rushing out.
"Everyone, please calm down..."
Lu Xin had no choice but to step forward and try to calm them himself.
"Calm down? Calm down any more and the ghost will drag us all away!"
"Don't stop me, I have to get out!"
Facing Lu Xin, even though the Veteran Drivers knew he wasn't ordinary, they couldn't control themselves now. The tormenting terror was driving them to the brink of madness.
With a clamor, several men charged toward the door, desperate to escape.
Lu Xin, who was near the door, did not stop them.
At that moment, he also felt an intensely uncomfortable sensation deep within, remaining silent.
He wasn't used to handling situations like this.
Just as the remaining members of the Convoy seemed on the verge of complete breakdown, one man snapped. He jumped fiercely from his bed, darting to the doorway like a nimble leopard cat, blocking the path of the panicked escapees. He snatched the man at the front and promptly slapped him twice across the face, glaring as he spat:
"Who dares run now, at a time like this?!"
Such fierce intimidation shocked the frantic crowd back into slight awareness.
The one who had rushed over to deliver the strikes was Sun Gouzi. Clenching his jaw, he stared into the man's eyes and yelled:
"Didn't you hear Brother Lu tell you not to panic?!"
"Even the Truck Leader trusted him! Now you refuse to listen?!"
“...”
Seeing this reaction from the Security Captain, Sun Gouzi, who had previously been suspicious, Lu Xin felt a flicker of surprise.
Another man, powerfully built like a tiger, jumped down too—Little Zhou. He raised his fists and snarled through gritted teeth,
"Anyone else want to leave? Get through me first! The Truck Leader... is gone. If we want to save them, we need to rely on Brother Lu now!"
One held usual authority, the other sheer physical presence; together, they shocked the other Veteran Drivers momentarily.
The room quieted somewhat.
Little Zhou turned to Lu Xin, his eyes slightly red-rimmed, and said in a low voice,
"Brother Lu, my Uncle disappeared just now."
Lu Xin turned his gaze toward where Old Zhou had been.
Little Zhou's voice trembled with suppressed tears,
"It's my fault. I heard a noise outside and instinctively turned to look... and in that instant, Uncle vanished... Uncle vanished, but I didn't. That means... Uncle must have been protecting me..."
"It's my fault... all my fault for losing focus..."
“...”
Lu Xin could hear the self-recrimination in Little Zhou's voice. He drew a long, slow breath and nodded,
"How many disappeared just now?"
Sun Gouzi and Little Zhou exchanged a look and immediately began counting.
"Eigh... eight," Sun Gouzi answered, his voice also trembling faintly.
Before, people vanished one or two at a time; at most, three or four. Now... eight or nine disappeared in a single instant. The disappearance numbers were escalating!
"I... I think I understand something now."
Lu Xin nodded slowly. He climbed down from the bunk, pulled up a folding stool, and sat down squarely in the doorway.
He remembered Qin Ran’s Contamination ability from before; it also seemed to follow an escalating pattern—increasing exponentially.
One, then two, then four, then eight...
Now, in a way, the pattern of disappearances within the Convoy matched this.
Except, the Convoy's disappearances weren't mathematically precise. Was that because the unnoticed victims were chosen randomly?
The Monster's Psychic Magnitude was increasing. That's why it could snatch more and more people.
Nevertheless, it still needed its target to be overlooked before it could snatch them away.
"Was that commotion outside earlier caused by your companion deliberately to distract us?"
"......"
Silently contemplating, he overturned a previous conclusion.
Earlier, he’d thought that to deal with this monster, one would need enough authority to make every person in the world stare at them constantly.
But now, he no longer believed that.
Even with such immense authority, that monster could still continuously abduct those watching the person.
In theory, no matter how powerful that person became, they’d ultimately end up in the monster’s grasp, unable to prevent it.
The same logic made Lu Xin consider himself.
I waited so long for it in the room, but it never came for me.
Doesn’t this mean even it thinks I’m harder to deal with than the others, and thus dares not approach me?
But if its power accumulates progressively, then what if... it saves me for last?
......
At this moment, Lu Xin’s dissatisfaction began to slowly swell.
He could feel the gazes of the Veteran Drivers in the room – anxious, hopeful, yet doubtful – fixed upon him.
Perhaps among those gazes was also a monster, staring at him triumphantly and greedily.
After all, these people had placed their full trust in him.
Especially Little Zhou, who’d regarded him as the professional who could handle everything.
Yet now, here he was, powerless before this monster, almost like a joke.
A surge of anger welled up in Lu Xin...
This rage made his very shadow cast by the lamplight become somewhat scattered.
......
"Alright, I’ve found a way to deal with it."
Lu Xin sat on the small stool by the door, leaning back slightly against the frame.
Little Zhou, Sun Gouzi, and even the other drivers all jolted in surprise, faces instantly brimming with anticipation.
"You no longer need to keep staring wide-eyed at each other as before. Because if you do, you won’t last till the end. Sooner or later you’d tire, and sooner or later that monster would grab you," Lu Xin spoke slowly, opening his eyes to survey the room.
His gaze was utterly calm.
And when a person’s eyes reach the utmost extreme of calmness, what they reveal is indifference.
"My next words are for you."
His eyes seemed unfocused, as if addressing an unseen Monster somewhere in the chamber, speaking softly, "I know you’re here in this room right now, and you can hear me... If you can’t, well, it doesn’t matter. I’ve already decided to act."
"Someone once taught me that against the Aberration, rationality is humanity’s sole advantage."
"Now, I’ll pit my reason against yours!"
As he spoke, he pulled out his Notebook and methodically began writing into it:
"First: Based on prior analysis, and your tactic of seizing the diversion from the commotion outside to capture so many of us, you’ve ultimately confirmed my suspicion. You truly can only snatch those who are unobserved."
"This also confirms you’ve been inside this room all along, watching everyone."
"Second: If you meant to abduct people from this convoy, logically, you should have first targeted the Truck Leader. Capturing her would have plunged the convoy into chaos and panic, making your task far easier. Moreover, when you initially began acting, the Truck Leader was resting alone in her room – it would have been simplest to take her then. But you didn’t. You even resorted to crawling into the fucking latrine first..."
"Hah... a monster sneaking into a shithouse..."
"I initially wondered if you avoided her because she possessed some mutation you feared. Yet just now, you seized the chance to take her, even when she sat right beside me... So it wasn’t that you didn’t want her. It was that you couldn’t. Since her arrival, as the Truck Leader, she became the focal point of everyone’s attention in the convoy."
"She was the most watched person here, your hardest target."
"Therefore... why didn't you just go to her room to grab her earlier?"
At this point, Lu Xin narrowed his eyes, voice icy: "Because you couldn't."
"She locked her door firmly and shut her window tight. You couldn’t get in."
A thin smile touched his lips as he jotted it down: "Therefore, you possess physical substance."
"You can merely render yourself unseen, perhaps even intangible?"
"...That point remains uncertain."
"But regardless, this is vastly different from vanishing utterly into thin air. Even unseen, you must still dodge people, navigate doors – opening and closing them, windows needing lifting or shutting. After all, concerning Spiritual Contamination... I’ve undergone specialized training. Mental abilities primarily affect minds; they cannot alter the fundamental laws of the physical world."
"Third: You dawdled with me from afternoon to evening like a timid coward. Moreover, I awaited you that very long stretch in the next room... yet you never came. Doesn’t that prove you’ve always been especially afraid of me?"
"......"
"In that case, it’s simple then."
He finally sighed in relief at this point. Reaching into his bag, he retrieved a small black iron case. Inside were gold-filtered cigarettes, only three left. He tossed one to Little Zhou, threw another to Sun Gouzi, then slowly lit the last one for himself. The corner of his mouth curled up almost strangely as he murmured, "Why should I bother finding your exact location? Knowing you're confined within this room suffices."
"I shall guard this doorway constantly. I will deny you any chance to escape."
"Believe me."
"Whether you try slipping past me or shattering a window to flee... I will detect you."
He paused, his smiling face brilliant yet his words unnervingly dark:
"And in that very instant... I’ll make you regret ever being born..."
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The air suddenly became intensely oppressive.
When Lu Xin said those words, his attitude remained calm, his tone no different from his usual way of speaking.
It was just that, perhaps because his expression was too faint as he spoke, even nonexistent, it gave people an inexplicably eerie feeling.
In the room, Sun Gouzi, Little Zhou, and the others all shivered involuntarily, feeling as if the temperature had dropped several degrees.
The atmosphere instantly felt locked in a stalemate.
Lu Xin didn’t strain his eyes to watch the remaining people in the room. He even closed his eyes, leaning against the doorframe.
As if resting.
Yet everyone in the room felt an eerie sensation—the feeling of being watched by something.
That was Little Sister. She had started moving. Her small body scurried lightly across the walls, the ceiling, the pillars supporting the roof, the bedding, and even over Sun Gouzi and Little Zhou themselves, crawling like a little beast in a white skirt. She observed the drifting smoke inside the room, looking here, poking there, carrying a sinister aura as she searched for the invisible monster.
The Skinless Puppy, from who knows where, had wandered out. It tried to stealthily inch closer to Lu Xin.
But Lu Xin glanced at it, and it immediately tucked its tail and retreated.
Its job was to help Lu Xin ease some Emotion, but it realized Lu Xin didn’t want that easing right now.
...
A long, long time passed with no one speaking.
No one moved.
After a long while had passed, and yet nobody else had vanished.
Within this atmosphere of extreme tension, a strange sensation of monotony suddenly emerged. It was deeply unsettling.
Just when the atmosphere was stretched as tightly as guitar strings, a heavy, pungent scent of blood suddenly wafted into the courtyard. The stench was exceptionally sharp and acrid—not the slightly sweet, fresh scent of blood, but rather the smell of something that had festered for long and had already begun to rot and spoil.
The smell grew increasingly thick, saturating the entire room, as though something was drawing near.
"Cough... cough..."
Suddenly, a series of coughs echoed through the dead-silent courtyard.
The sound was jarringly abrupt, causing people’s hairs to stand on end.
In the room, both Sun Gouzi and Little Zhou instinctively turned to look. In the pitch-black, expansive yard, someone had appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. Her face was powdered snow-white, her lips a vivid red. Seeing her so unexpectedly sent a chill of horror through them. However, scrutinizing her, they both sighed in unconscious relief and nearly cursed out loud.
It was the Landlady of the inn. She wore a pink down jacket. Her figure was large and plump. Her face was thickly powdered, stark white, her lips painted with bright red lipstick. Strangely for someone so stout, she walked without making a sound.
"What y'all doing?"
The Landlady slowly walked over, tilting her head to peer into the Dormitory Bunkhouse. "Heard you shouting all the way outside..."
Little Zhou and Sun Gouzi opened their mouths to speak but stopped.
They both wanted to snap at the Landlady—What the hell was she thinking, showing up to scare people like this now?
But given Lu Xin was standing beside them, they restrained themselves.
Accustomed to obedience to the Truck Leader, they knew when it was time to speak up and when it was wiser to stay quiet and listen.
Lu Xin also opened his eyes at this point, turning his head to look at the Landlady.
His face was expressionless, simply watching her quietly.
He watched as the plump Landlady slowly sashayed her hips over to them.
Her expression and demeanor seemed perfectly normal, yet there was an underlying hint of stiffness.
It was just a feeling, no concrete proof, so Lu Xin wasn't in a rush.
He simply examined her meticulously, pondering the source of that strange aura about her.
She didn't carry a Psychic Entity inside her, so she shouldn't be Contaminated.
Then, was she influenced by an Ability User?
For Lu Xin, this made a significant difference. He could directly see Psychic Entities, but it varied. If an entity was hiding inside the Contaminated person's body, he couldn't see it. Additionally, some Ability Users' Contamination were intrinsically extremely subtle; not only might he fail to detect them, even sophisticated instruments might miss any abnormalities.
Sometimes, it came down to intuition... and interrogation.
So after a moment of silence, Lu Xin asked softly, "Are you partners with the Monster in this room?"
The Landlady listened, looking utterly bewildered. "Partners with what now?"
"I've got a husband, young man..."
"..."
Lu Xin heard the Landlady's words and a faint smile appeared on his face.
He seemed genuinely curious as he asked, "If you've got a husband, why did you hit on Old Zhou earlier?"
The Landlady's expression instantly became peculiar. "I... did I?"
"You didn't," Lu Xin stated flatly. "Old Zhou has a bad back. He wouldn’t go for anyone hitting on him. But you’ve already given yourself away..."
"The real Landlady would just swear directly..."
"..."
As his words fell, the atmosphere around them seemed to suddenly grow even heavier.
In winter, a cold, gloomy wind abruptly stirred.
The wind rushed into the Dormitory Bunkhouse, instantly causing the light bulb hanging from the ceiling to sway.
Everyone’s Shadows followed the bulb’s rocking, creating peculiar shifts: expanding and shrinking, shifting and stretching erratically.
Lu Xin's Shadow did the same.
Sitting by the door, his Shadow sprawled at his feet swayed with the bulb, stretching long and merging seamlessly with the darkness outside.
It seemed a perfectly natural thing.
What felt unnatural, however, was that when the bulb swayed back, Lu Xin's Shadow didn’t retract with it.
Hiss...
If one paid close attention, a patch of darkness far deeper than its surroundings could be glimpsed within the outer gloom.
It moved through the shadows, instantly elongating itself and lunging straight for the Landlady.
"Heh heh..."
Yet, at that precise moment, a strange laugh rang out.
It seemed to come from the Landlady, yet her plump flesh was visibly trembling; she hadn't opened her mouth at all.
Her somewhat plump body abruptly flipped sideways, unexpectedly agile to a terrifying degree. She effortlessly avoided the Shadow's lunge, landing steadily on the ground. A voice sounded: "So you really are an Ability User. A strong one at that."
Lu Xin frowned, looking over at her, realizing she wasn’t speaking. The voice came from behind her.
"It really is strange..."
Lu Xin said slowly, still sitting steadily by the doorway.
After all, he had to guard this door; he couldn't let the Monster inside escape.
Once something was agreed upon, it had to be done.
However, the Shadow beneath his feet suddenly became fragmented. Pressing close to the ground, it seemed to emit a sizzling sound.
"Huh?"
"Won't we even talk?"
Voice after voice came from behind the plump Landlady as her obese yet flexible body constantly darted about, leaping with an astonishing speed. Especially strange was the sense Lu Xin got – it felt like she always managed to move away just faster than his Shadow. Every time the Shadow lunged, she had already dodged preemptively, displaying incredible agility.
This was the first time his Shadow had been unable to grasp its target, failing to "clean it away" as a result.
If that's the case...
Lu Xin thought and then stood up.
The instant he rose, his body nearly blocked the bulb behind him. His Shadow instantly ballooned to an immense size, surging forward like a black tide to engulf the Landlady in the blink of an eye. The Landlady let out a screech, nearly stumbling back dozens of meters. Her heavy foot landed hard on the Truck Leader's hood, leveraging herself into the air. She executed a graceful spin mid-air and landed steadily...
Crack!
A crisp snapping sound came from her ankle.
...She was flexible, sure, but her physical condition couldn't quite keep up. Under the pressure of her massive weight, she'd twisted her ankle.
"Heh heh..."
Lu Xin's face broke into a smile. His Shadow lunged forward directly.
An expression of agony and panic flashed across the Landlady's face. Under some force's control, she seemed able to ignore the pain and continue dodging. Yet, her injured foot inevitably affected her movement. This time, it was simply impossible to evade the Shadow's rush.
The dark Shadow was about to crawl onto her, engulfing her entire body.
But at that exact moment, Lu Xin abruptly turned around and raised his hand, grasping the continuously swaying bulb.
The bulb was steadied. Immediately, the Shadow jerked to a stop.
The tendril of Shadow that had rushed right in front of the Landlady halted instantly, then swiftly retreated backwards.
Something seemed caught in the Landlady's throat; it rattled hoarsely. Her eyes rolled back in their sockets, and she collapsed to the floor face-first.
Her butt stuck up high in the air.
And behind her, a thin, tall figure appeared, silently staring at Lu Xin.
Now, the strangeness around the Landlady became clear.
She had appeared alone, but behind her substantial bulk, someone had been following her all along, their every movement matching hers perfectly, using her body to shield his own.
A moment ago, even if Lu Xin had used his Shadow to kill the Landlady, he essentially wouldn't have harmed this hidden entity, which is precisely why Lu Xin withdrew the Shadow.
This figure seemed to understand Lu Xin had discovered him. Combined with the Landlady’s injured foot, he ceased his control over her now-useless puppet.
The two men stood about twenty meters apart, staring silently at each other.
"You’re a kind-hearted person. You dislike harming the innocent. I appreciate people like you."
The tall, thin figure spoke in a low, gentle voice: "Why don't we pause for now and have a proper talk?"
Lu Xin silently observed the figure in the darkness. The man stood outside the light spilling from the bunkhouse door, yet under the faint moonlight above, Lu Xin could just barely make out his features. He wore a crisp suit, his figure lanky and straight. In the gloom, Lu Xin could sense bright eyes... intensely bright eyes, impossible to be brighter.
Because on his head, there were no features. Only one vertical eye.
The eye was perhaps twenty centimeters long and a dozen wide. Its pupil was pitch black, the whites filled with intricate networks of Blood Threads.
The rest of his head was entirely formed by thick, reddish flesh – composed of extended upper and lower eyelids deep with folds – extending from the eye to shape the entire cranium.
There was no hair.
Such an Aberration, here in this pitch-black night, looked indescribably bizarre.
...
"...Talk about what?"
Lu Xin studied this figure for a long while before a faint, almost imperceptible tremor passed through his body.
His expression was peculiar: "You look... kind of adorable..."
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"Um...thanks!"
The figure seemed unprepared for Lu Xin's reaction upon seeing him. He expressed gratitude, his expression turning peculiar.
...Of course, his expression wasn't easy to discern directly. It could only be interpreted from the single eye on his face: the pupil contracted slightly, and the eyelids on either side, acting like a normal person's eyebrows, seemed to crinkle faintly.
This seemed to indicate his uncertainty about whether Lu Xin's assessment was genuine praise or mere sarcasm.
Nonetheless, his demeanor remained elegant. He gently produced a white handkerchief, dabbed his eye corners, and then, a whispery voice emerged: "I hope we can talk first. We have always held immense goodwill towards Ability Users."
Lu Xin noted the voice came from the man's lower abdomen.
"So... you're real too?"
Lu Xin scrutinized carefully before realizing the man also cast a faint shadow at his feet.
He frowned slightly.
The feeling was... this being was similar in nature to the brain encountered in White Tower Town. It was hard to say if it was a person or a Monster.
Facing someone polite, Lu Xin reciprocated: "Go ahead. What do you want to talk about?"
The being with only one vertical eye on its face allowed the eye to curve slightly, giving the impression of a smile. The voice emanated from his lower abdomen: "Previously, you performed actions harmful to us. Of course, we prefer to believe it was a misunderstanding. You killed many of us. That, too, could be a misunderstanding. But most critically... you took away a piece of rather important data..."
He paused briefly: "If you are willing to return it and maintain secrecy, we would be profoundly grateful. Alternatively, an Ability User like yourself could consider joining our ranks. That... would put us much more at ease..."
"Join you?"
Upon hearing this, Lu Xin also seemed mildly surprised. He fell silent for a moment, then asked: "What salary would you offer?"
The man with a single eye became speechless, seemingly unprepared for this question.
After a pause, he responded: "Money shouldn't be an issue. For us, it's merely a number."
Lu Xin sighed: "You need to offer at least a million a year to have the confidence to say that..."
The other party fell silent again. The single eye on his face narrowed, as if perplexed.
Then he spoke softly: "Your mindset is too confined."
Lu Xin also appeared somewhat embarrassed, laughing awkwardly: "Can't help it. I have a big family to support..."
He then couldn't resist asking: "What kind of work would I do if I joined you?"
The other party replied sincerely: "We wouldn't even need you to do much. We would enable you to experiment with dreams. All... your dreams."
"Tsk..."
Lu Xin was momentarily stunned, then stated honestly: "Honestly? That sounds very much like a scam!"
"......"
The single-eyed man seemed at a loss for words.
After a while, he sighed softly: "I am genuinely inviting you to join us. Could you please show some sincerity?"
Lu Xin hesitated, then shook his head: "I am being sincere. Everything I said is true. Your organization appears not only highly irregular but also clearly illegal. Now, I am formally informing you: release the members of the Fleet immediately, then turn yourselves in. You might still receive leniency. Otherwise, if things turn violent later... I might not be able to hold back..."
He studied the Man in Suit seriously: "You. Could. Die."
"......"
The single-eyed Man in Suit stared blankly once more, then chuckled: "You seem to actually be speaking seriously. But... your people are in my hands right now, and you yourself are surrounded. Where do you get the confidence to say such things?"
"My friends are indeed held by your people."
Lu Xin phrased it more precisely, glancing behind him: "But I've got that one blocked in the room too!"
"Oh?"
The Man in Suit gave a short laugh and suddenly raised his hand. Bang!
A bullet flew towards Lu Xin from an extremely tricky angle.
Holding a gun makes it easy to shoot an unprepared opponent. However, when Lu Xin was fully focused and staring directly at him, it should have been difficult to seize such an opportunity. Yet, the Man in Suit abruptly raised his hand and fired, his movements conveying an unnervingly abrupt feeling. It was as if he excelled at pinpointing lapses, capable of pulling the trigger the very instant an opponent's attention wavered.
Swish!
Lu Xin's feet remained planted, but his upper body twisted rigidly to the side, mimicking the sudden break of a stick at the waist.
This twist perfectly evaded the bullet, which slammed into the wall behind him.
"Spider-Type?"
The Man in Suit showed mild surprise and began firing continuously.
If human attention were a thread, it would inevitably be fragmented; no one can maintain peak focus indefinitely. This Man in Suit, however, seemed exceptionally skilled at exploiting these breaks. Each bullet he fired carried an aura of eerie precision and trickiness. Sometimes, Lu Xin seemed almost to walk right into the path of the bullet.
This feeling of being constantly countered was profoundly bizarre.
Lu Xin grew impatient. The Shadow at his feet had already surged forward, straight and fast.
He was standing; the light bulb was behind him. Thus, his Shadow was vast and wide, rolling outward like a flood tide.
It lunged forward like a rampaging wall. Both the area it covered and its speed were clearly beyond what the Man in Suit could evade. By any measure of calculation, he should have been captured by the Shadow instantly.
Despite this, he responded astonishingly quickly. His form shot forward, reaching the spot where the Landlady lay prone on the ground. He stepped sharply onto her backside, driving her into the ground with a solid thump. Simultaneously, he used the force to leap upward, scaling directly onto the top of a Large Truck Leader nearby.
Then, twisting his body, he fired a shot at Lu Xin in one fluid motion.
This shot seemed to have been calculated with extreme precision beforehand, accurately aimed at Lu Xin's abdomen.
For Lu Xin, who stood steadily in the doorway while controlling Shadow, this was the hardest point to dodge.
One shot fired, and immediately another followed.
The second shot appeared to miss, directed toward a spot slightly to Lu Xin's left.
"He predicted I would dodge in that direction..."
Lu Xin had already lifted one foot, prepared to step left, but he forcibly pulled it back.
A speculation flashed through his mind: he knew he couldn't step over there. Yet, in that instant of hesitation, he was too late to dodge even the second bullet racing toward him. Swift as lightning thought may be, he had no choice. He could only raise his hand swiftly. Shadow instantly returned before him, coiling upward. In the blink of an eye, it ensnared the bullet heading for his abdomen.
Crack...
The bullet was twisted into scrap metal.
At the same time, a torrent of negative thoughts surged into Lu Xin's mind.
Among them were countless complaints from "Father," berating him for being so incompetent as to have his intentions revealed by the opponent.
The Man in Suit, precisely because he determined that Lu Xin didn't wish to harm the Landlady, had stepped on her backside to evade Shadow’s pounce. Then, using his gun, he had forced Shadow to return to protect him. This feeling of utter passivity was infuriating... utterly unbearable...
As this thought arose, two sounds echoed behind Lu Xin.
One was the sound of the second bullet fired by the Man in Suit striking the wall.
The other was an unnatural creaking and popping of twisting bones suddenly emanating from the Dormitory Bunkhouse room behind him.
Lu Xin instantly spun around and saw a vivid expanse of red.
At the same time, a putrid, bloody stench assaulted his nostrils.
It was countless tentacles, seeming to erupt from a monster covered head-to-toe in various writhing appendages. Like a blood-red octopus, it surged forward, reaching him in an instant. Before Lu Xin could react, massive tentacles had already coiled around his body. An unnerving sense of coldness and emptiness flooded his mind, making him feel as if he were being devoured...
A feeling surged within him, the conviction that he had been forgotten by this world.
It was like a certain sunset-lit afternoon: a group of children playing games skipped merrily home for dinner, forgetting that someone who had earnestly wanted to play alongside the others was still hiding behind a tree, waiting, eagerly waiting, for his friends to come find him.
The point of Hide and Seek isn't to hide, but to be found.
But the other children forgot to look for him. So he remained hidden. Forever.
...
"Huh..."
Lu Xin quickly regained his senses. Lifting his gaze, he suddenly saw the people who had vanished earlier.
Before him, coiling him in its tentacles, was a creature of small stature. Its body was covered only in blood-red flesh, emitting a fishy, foul stench. Where its two arms should have been, only flailing tentacles grew. Its face bore no facial features, only two ears – abnormally large ones – as if it constantly hoped to hear something with them.
When observed, an unusual feeling radiated from it, as though merely staring made its presence undeniable.
Yet, if one's gaze drifted just slightly away, it would disappear. Not become invisible, but vanish completely from this world.
As if one instinctively recoiled from paying any attention to it.
Even seeing it, you would dismiss it. Touching it, you would promptly forget it.
As well as... the person behind it.
One after another, people followed this monster.
Old Li, Tian Niuzi from the convoy, even the Truck Leader himself – they were all present.
Every single one of them had both hands placed on the shoulders of the person in front, their heads bowed low. They stood in a line, eerily reminiscent of the "follow-the-leader" game. They seemed utterly devoid of perception, moving only because they stood behind the others, moving with wooden passivity.
Bringing up the rear was Old Zhou.
They became links in a grotesque procession, like parts of some hideous toy snake. Their consciousness and perception were entirely gone.
They only knew to mechanically place their hands on the shoulders of the person ahead and move slowly forward, lost in torpor.
...
The dissatisfaction in Lu Xin’s heart dissipated, replaced by a pleasant surprise coloring his expression.
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