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​
Countless questions crowded Xia Chong's mind. Before they could coalesce into something she could voice, she suddenly saw that Lone Soldier and his "classmate" had already started walking forward casually as if nothing had happened, leaving her dozens of centimeters behind in no time.
She hurried to catch up, pondering how to ask.
But in this world, Lu Xin and No. 2 walked very swiftly. Or perhaps it wasn't that they were fast, but that this world transformed too quickly.
They advanced over broken floorboards, soon pushed open a half-intact door, and saw a huge black eye that occupied half the horizon, rooted in the ground. Then they entered the eye and arrived beside a lake.
They walked down to the lakebed, saw an elevator, rode it downward, descending until they landed on the sun itself.
Surrounding them were black soil and rings of erupting flames.
They passed through the flaming rings and arrived in a forest of enormous, razor-sharp blades. Tilting their bodies sideways, they carefully navigated the narrow gaps between the blades. On the blades' smooth surfaces, Xia Chong could see their reflections twisted and stretched into bizarre, unnatural shapes.
Especially unsettling was that after they had walked a considerable distance, the reflections inside the blades seemed to remain, watching them and laughing.
Xia Chong went through all of this, her senses filled with twists of peculiar and disturbing textures.
Everything was extraordinarily surreal, yet overflowing with realism.
She even felt as if her brain had been crammed into a kaleidoscope, witnessing countless grotesqueries thick and fast. Yet, when she tried to describe it, she felt a deep poverty of language, utterly inadequate for recounting these experiences.
Stranger still was the sense that the two people ahead seemed somewhat accustomed to it.
She could accept it from the one Lone Soldier called "No. 2" – but even Lone Soldier himself seemed underwhelmed, showing little interest in it all.
Why wasn't he panicking?
Their calmness in such bizarre places only made her own panic more apparent...
...Could it be that she was the abnormal one?
Amidst this sea of endless questions, they traversed the kaleidoscope of bizarre scenes and came to the edge of a bottomless cliff.
Following No. 2, who jumped without the slightest hesitation, they plunged downward. After experiencing an endless sensation of weightlessness, they found themselves standing on a bridge that extended endlessly into the distance.
Walking on the slippery, damp bridge planks for a long, long time, they still couldn't see an end.
Xia Chong felt her legs ache from walking. She had to break into a jog frequently to keep up with the two figures ahead, almost on the verge of collapse:
"Where even is this place?"
"..."
No. 2 stopped and turned to look calmly at Xia Chong. "Right here."
"Because you asked— so it is here."
"..."
For a moment, Xia Chong couldn't grasp his meaning at all. But then she saw No. 2 approach the edge of the bridge and look down.
Lu Xin and Xia Chong rubbed their eyes slightly and saw, below them, a river flowing from some unknown origin. Strangely, it held no water at all. Instead, it was jam-packed with vividly crimson human figures—people, countless ones of all types, ages, and expressions.
Surging from the other end of the river, squeezed together by an invisible force pushing relentlessly forward, they flowed turbulently past...
Some were screaming, yet no sound emerged.
Some were struggling, yet none could reach the banks.
They flowed onward, just like river water itself, unceasingly, forever moving downstream.
...
...
"They are right here," No. 2 murmured, as Lu Xin and Xia Chong stared blankly at the immense river. "Everyone who enters ends up in this place."
"Because the emptiness and vastness here frightened me... I always wanted to escape. That voice told me I could bring others in... I didn't know that once they entered, they'd be gradually assimilated, becoming part of this world..."
"But I'm still alone. Nothing has changed at all."
"Because only I... cannot enter this river..."
"..."
Lu Xin and Xia Chong stood silently on the bridge, watching the river flow down from a distant source, churning on towards infinity.
Watching the innumerable figures within it twist, struggle, and scream soundlessly.
Standing on the bank, the sheer agony radiating from them felt almost tangible.
But they couldn't utter a word. The raw madness and despair emanating from those trapped in the river held such overwhelming intensity it seemed to physically affect them, making their hearts feel like they might leap from their chests. Deep inside, an instinct screamed to flee this place far away, and fast.
"So... the Hell Legion... emerged from this river?"
Lu Xin had no idea how those from outside entered the river, but a different understanding crystalized.
The appearance of this river was vastly different from the Hell Legion he had encountered before in Spark City.
Yet, inexplicably, facing this river... reminded him of that army.
That unstoppable 'river of humanity' composed of countless individuals, surging and threatening to drown everything.
It felt as if that terrifying tide had undergone an unfathomable intensification, metamorphosing into the horrifying torrent before him now.
"Not just the Hell Legion, right?"
Xia Chong, standing beside him, suddenly spoke. Countless questions had pressed at her throughout the journey, yet she struggled to voice them. Unexpectedly, when she finally found words, it was to offer an answer. "In Spark City... every midnight... things made of utter despair appear, rampaging through the streets."
"That thing's appearance stemmed from a kind of feeling."
"One very similar to this place..."
"..."
"Perhaps..."
Number Two's reply, murmured like sleep-talking, was filled with confusion. "All I know is that everyone I've brought here before has undergone the same process. At first, they'd be overcome with excitement upon witnessing such high-level phenomena. Sensing the aura of eternity would thrill them. They'd even kneel on the ground, endlessly pleading, expressing gratitude, thanking their fortune for such an opportunity..."
"But soon after, they would witness this world's true nature..."
"And then, boundless panic would engulf them."
"..."
Xia Chong couldn't help but raise her head, her gaze falling on Number Two's face. "Did it eat them?"
"No..."
Number Two shook his head slowly. "It was something more dreadful than being eaten."
"This is the dream realm of a god. So naturally, those who come here can sense a power vastly exceeding their own lifeform's level. Many believe this is the ultimate feeling they've always pursued. Thus, they become utterly convinced they've reached their True Homeland..."
"It's just a pity they always forget this truly is the dream realm of a god."
"But it's not a pleasant dream. It's a Nightmare."
"..."
Lu Xin and Xia Chong shuddered involuntarily as they listened.
They'd only just entered this place and hadn't yet experienced the sensation of transcending their own lifeform level that Number Two described.
But from Number Two's calm narration, they could vaguely guess what those other people had gone through.
They also realized that within this world, which currently appeared merely strange and distorted, far more dangerous things might be lurking.
Looking around, the fractured, bizarre landscape persistently evoked feelings of wrongness and absurdity.
That unsettling feeling was akin to sleeping a restless sleep while running a high fever.
...Could anything be more terrifying?
...
...
"If you knew all along that bringing these people in served no purpose, why did you keep bringing them in?"
Lu Xin couldn't hold back, turning to Number Two. "Did you want to torment them?"
"No."
It took Number Two a moment to process Lu Xin's words before he shook his head, replying, "Apart from those I brought initially, the others... Some begged me earnestly to bring them in. Others... were brought in because that voice told me to."
"And now... there are many who entered this world without me even being aware of their arrival."
"People entering without your knowledge?”
Lu Xin paused, startled, his gaze sharpened on Number Two.
Number Two finally gave a slight nod after a long moment. "It might just be that I didn't pay any attention."
While Lu Xin was still parsing the implications of this, Xia Chong spoke up in a low voice. "I've heard the name Divine Nightmare before, though I couldn't say exactly what this place is. Our investigations simply state Divine Nightmare is an anomalous prison where many Investigators infiltrating Fire Seed, or others, disappeared inexplicably without even leaving a trace behind..."
"If Divine Nightmare refers to this specific place..."
She paused before continuing, "Then perhaps the key question is... why did that voice want to send these people here?"
"Perhaps..."
Hearing her words, Number Two fell silent briefly before speaking, "Was it... for the things I took out?"
Lu Xin and Xia Chong instantly snapped their heads around to look at him.
Number Two hesitated for a long while before quietly saying, "Every time he asks me to bring others, or souls, inside... I can feel changes happening here. Or rather... changes within myself, which I perceive when I finally wake up."
"My Perception expanded. I could alter certain things simply through my imagination."
"At first, I could only bring one or two individuals here. But eventually, I felt capable of bringing an entire city."
"When I was awake, looking at those around me... they seemed like machines to me."
"I could freely alter their Psychic Energy – make it stronger, weaker... or simply erase it entirely."
"I could compel everyone within my range of Perception to act according to my will."
"They would say the words I wanted them to say, do the things I wanted them to do... yet all the while, they believed they were acting of their own volition."
"I could even mold the world around me to match whatever vision I desired..."
"..."
Number Two narrated this with extreme calmness. "I don't know what it signifies."
"But that voice congratulated me once. He said while everyone else in the world hid away in their Basements, venerating the creation of lifeforms at the Third Threshold as some lofty faith... I had effortlessly reached the height of the Fifth Step."
"He said if I wished... I could be a god walking in the city."
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When No. 2 was talking about these things, there was not much fluctuation in his voice.
It was as if he had long become accustomed to everything, and did not feel any passion or impulse towards anything.
But as Lu Xin and Xia Chong listened, they gradually became somewhat terrified, until certain words emerged, and this fear reached its peak.
Xia Chong even could not help but shout loudly: "Fifth Step?"
"Have you already stood on a step of the Realm of Illusion?"
"You could directly control the actions and thoughts of everyone around using your own Psychic Energy?"
"You, could you bring an entire city into this world?"
"How big of a city? As big as Fire Seed?"
"And then, and then, you said you could make the whole world become what you want to see, what does that mean?"
"Could you alter the attributes of the Real World... of the Real World's nature?"
While Xia Chong was terrified, Lu Xin was also terrified, saying: "That's truly frightening..."
No. 2 seemed somewhat overwhelmed by Xia Chong's many questions, only after a long while, did he slowly say: "What you're saying is a bit complex, I do not know how to reply. But it seems I really can make the people around me do as I say, think as I want. If I wish, I can also see their Memory, and then let them erase or rewrite those Memory casually."
"For a city, I have not tried, and I did not think about where the limit lies."
"But if I were willing, I likely could pull the entire Spark City into this world..."
"Rewriting the Real World..."
"I do not quite understand what that specifically means, but before, that voice once had me conduct an Experiment: if I looked at a cup and told others it was an apple, then everyone would think it was an apple..."
"After some time, looking back, I myself discovered that the apple had already rotted..."
No. 2 softly answered these, but on his own face, there was not the slightest excitement, instead, there was some gloom.
He shook his head and murmured: "But in truth, none of this had any meaning."
"I could change many things in Reality, but what I thought about was just escaping from here forever."
"However, it was useless; not only have I still not seen hope of leaving up to now..."
"Even when I woke up, I would feel as if I were still stuck in this Nightmare."
"They used many methods to help dilute this feeling, like with that machine, and then brought many people, having them help share this pain, but I was still very sad; what they did not know was that those people could not actually shoulder it for me..."
"Sometimes, they would say that because I was in Reality, everything around me was becoming distorted."
"Therefore, I had to spend as much time as possible remaining here..."
As No. 2 recounted, he slightly furrowed his brows, and even on his face, one could see some expressions of pain.
Even Xia Chong's palms trembled slightly.
Was this humblebragging?
She did not know if No. 2 was deliberately using this tone to speak such astonishing words.
But Lu Xin then raised his head, looking at No. 2, a somewhat sympathetic expression already appearing on his face.
Many questions had already found answers at this point.
"So, the one who sealed off the Abyss earlier was actually you?"
"Including the Hell Legion who chased me in Spark City before, and the dead people appearing on the streets, were they all related to you?"
He sighed softly and asked in a low voice.
Earlier, when he and Xia Chong passed through the Abyss to enter the Seed Tower, he had seen the flesh covering that building; at that time, he felt familiar, as if it belonged to an old friend, and only after seeing No. 2 did he understand.
Thinking about it now, it was even unbelievable.
What kind of Psychic Energy could completely cover a building within the Abyss?
Moreover, the Hell Legion could appear in the real Spark City because of No. 2's power affecting Reality?
Those despairing things emerging on the streets were also due to No. 2 unintentionally altering Reality?
Xia Chong's little face tightened.
Hidden behind her, the hand gripping the Dagger trembled lightly.
She could not imagine how terrifying the power of this Lone Soldier's classmate in front of her truly was...
"Perhaps, it could not be said to be me..."
But facing Lu Xin's doubt and Xia Chong's terror, No. 2 shook his head slightly: saying: "I truly could achieve these things."
"But I never did..."
"When I was awake, most of the time I just stayed inside that space, thinking nothing at all."
"I..."
He paused for a moment before whispering, "I've even begun to dislike the Real World. Because before, I only came to this world when I was asleep. But now, when I wake up, it feels like this world follows me back..."
"If it wasn't you, then who?"
Xia Chong couldn't help but inquire anxiously. "Isn't this all your capability?"
"I have no capabilities, to me."
No. 2 replied softly. "I just feel like Reality is becoming more and more consistent with my time in the Nightmare. That voice helped me then. He said a single ritual could ease this feeling for me. I tried a few times, and it really did lessen. And I could sense... he took something from me. Though, I've already forgotten what he took."
"The exchange or transfer of power?"
Xia Chong was the first to grasp it, her little face immediately tensing. "That's akin to a Pact, a Contract! Based on mutual consent, enacting a certain degree of Psychic Energy deprivation and transfer... That... that was treating you like a contracting entity..."
"How much power did he... take from you?"
"..."
Facing Xia Chong’s pressing question, No. 2 slowly shook his head. "I don’t remember."
"You..."
Xia Chong was momentarily speechless.
"It was him, tricking you, bringing so many people in. That’s why the boundary between your dream and the Real World blurred more and more."
Lu Xin’s expression had turned quite grim by this point. He was furious. Unable to restrain himself, he looked directly at No. 2, saying:
"And then, once your boundaries had blurred so much you even started to hate Reality, he offered to help you lessen the burden of the Real World by taking your power. What's the difference between that and tricking someone into learning to smoke, then making them pay for his cigarettes once they’re addicted and can’t quit?"
"Didn’t you realize you were being tricked?"
"..."
"This... probably isn’t right..."
After a moment of silence, No. 2 spoke, his voice confused. "But after all... he’s the only one in this world who talks with me more."
Lu Xin didn’t ask further.
Just looking at No. 2 now, he suddenly felt a pang of sadness inside.
...
...
Things had come to this point. Both he and Xia Chong actually understood a great deal already.
No. 2 was a medium.
Someone used him to offer Sacrifices to the Divine Nightmare, taking some things away from within.
But if, by offering Sacrifices to the Divine Nightmare, they can take things away... then, concerning the one hundred million Spiritual Entities they were secretly overheard to be preparing through a specialized infiltration... what exactly were they trying to exchange from the Divine Nightmare?
Or rather... what were they trying to change forever?
"I think our investigation into Hell has approached the core. It could even be said we have clearly understood it..."
At this point, Xia Chong couldn’t help but speak in a low voice: "Whoever is behind this, whether it’s Fire Seed, the Hell Architect, or someone else... their method is to take things from the Divine Nightmare through Sacrifice. If certain things in this Nightmare could be completely replicated by them in Reality... we can imagine the horrifying consequences that would cause..."
With that, she suddenly lifted her head to look at Lu Xin: "We have to stop it."
"Alright."
Lu Xin agreed immediately, then turned to look at No. 2: "So... take us out?"
"?"
No. 2 paused, silently raising his head to look at Lu Xin.
Lu Xin was also puzzled: "What's wrong?"
After a long while, No. 2 spoke apologetically: "I don’t know how to get out..."
"Even I... come here against my will when I fall asleep. Only by waking up can I return."
"I can bring others in... but I’ve never taken anyone out."
"..."
"What the hell?"
Lu Xin was shocked: "Can't actually get out?"
"Yes."
No. 2 answered candidly: "Many people begged me to take them out before. I wanted to help them... but I couldn’t..."
Lu Xin felt a bit dazed for a moment.
Xia Chong was also stunned: "Lone Soldier is only finding out now that you can’t get out of the Divine Nightmare?"
...
The three of them fell into a long silence. The situation seemed to have entered a predicament that was inherently thus, but they only realized the problem now. If this Divine Nightmare truly only allowed entry but not exit... were they all to be trapped here forever? Outside, Fire Seed was busy preparing their terrifying plans... yet here they were, stuck watching helplessly?
"Perhaps... there’s only one way..."
In this silence, No. 2 suddenly spoke, addressing Lu Xin.
Lu Xin and Xia Chong immediately felt a surge of excitement, looking up at No. 2 expectantly.
"Kill me."
No. 2 said slowly. "If you kill me... perhaps then, we can get out."
As he spoke, even a glimmer of hope entered his eyes: "Number Nine... you've always been different from others. When others killed me... I came here. Then, upon waking up, I appeared in Reality again. Only you. That time, after you killed me... I didn’t reappear for a very long time. Not until the dean revived me. So... it's possible you truly can kill me..."
"If you kill me... I escape this Nightmare."
"If you kill me... everything disappears..."
"So... wouldn't that be the best solution?"

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 653: The Baptism of the Divine Nightmare
[image: ]


​
These words left Xia Chong utterly dumbfounded. She stared blankly at Lu Xin.
She felt her mind simply couldn't keep up.
In this world known as the Divine Nightmare, she had seen the most powerful Ability User she had ever encountered.
In fact, this Ability User was likely the most powerful one in the world.
What level of Investigator would he be if he came to the Research Institute?
He'd probably only qualify to be investigated?
But now, this most powerful Ability User, this being who had almost stepped into the realm of omnipotence, was wearing an expression of despair. Pleadingly, he was asking Qinggang's Lone Soldier Captain to kill him... and he claimed the Lone Soldier could kill him?
Just what was wrong with this world?
Who in this place was truly insane?
......
......
As Xia Chong wrestled with these nearly hysterical thoughts, Lu Xin also fell silent, calmly regarding No. 2.
"Are you out of your mind?"
He spoke after a long pause. "You want me to kill you?"
"Yes."
No. 2 turned his gaze back to Lu Xin. On his pale, confused face, a hint of excitement flickered.
"Number Nine, I can't die. Because I just get reborn inside this Nightmare. Growing up, all I wanted was to escape this Nightmare. But gradually, I've lost hope. Perhaps... I'll never escape it."
"Maybe the only way for me to break free... is death."
"But no one else can kill me. Only you can, Number Nine. You've done it before..."
"......"
If anyone thought he was joking at first, no one could doubt the sincerity of his words now.
Even Lu Xin and Xia Chong could feel the raw excitement radiating from him as he spoke.
He even reached out with both hands, grabbing the front of Lu Xin's clothes, pleading as he looked into Lu Xin's eyes.
"I can't."
Lu Xin still pulled his hands away, his expression deeply troubled. "I won't hurt you."
"This..."
No. 2's thin lips trembled. He let his hands go limp, releasing their grip on Lu Xin's clothing.
After a long while, he lifted his head to look at Lu Xin and whispered, "Number Nine... you really have changed. You seem... more and more like a real person."
These words stirred ripples deep within Lu Xin's heart.
He couldn't help but fix his gaze on No. 2. After another long pause, he finally said, "You don't seem to have changed much."
"I never had the chance."
No. 2 murmured softly, "I should have figured it out long ago. When the dean abandoned me, it was proof enough that I was incurable. He said back then that every child in our Orphanage... had something wrong with them. He'd try his best to cure us. But he said... the only one he needed to apologize to... was me. Because my problem... he couldn't fix it. All he could do was... apologize..."
"The dean..."
Lu Xin remained silent, unwilling to discuss the dean in front of No. 2.
One could only say... what No. 2 said might be correct.
In the Orphanage, every child had their own issues. Like No. 2, wanting to escape the Nightmare. Like...
......
......
Contemplating these things, words failed them. They sat in silence, both feeling an oppressive weight.
Lu Xin was enveloped in silence, but his refusal was plain.
Seeing Lu Xin's obstinate rejection, the flicker of excitement that had ignited in No. 2's eyes gradually faded away...
Suddenly, from the distance, came waves of eerie, incomprehensible whispers.
Lu Xin snapped instantly alert, his head whipping around.
He saw, within this fractured, upside-down world, a surge of Psychic Turbulence welling up from the far horizon.
The surrounding world seemed affected.
Standing on that bridge, they heard a faint creaking sound, as if the very earth were trembling.
Or perhaps not the earth... but something deep beneath it, gradually awakening.
"What is that?"
Lu Xin urgently looked to No. 2.
"Oh, this nightmare, it was awakening..."
No.2 seemed accustomed to this, saying, "Nightmares aren't immutable. They flow like a vortex, sometimes faster, sometimes slower. In any case, everyone who enters gets drawn into this nightmare."
"Is this the 'Fear' you mentioned? The true terror within the nightmare?"
Lu Xin grasped No.2's meaning quickly and asked urgently.
"Yes."
No.2 lifted his pale face. "Number Nine, you're still so sharp..."
"Now's the time for this?"
Just then, Xia Chong couldn't help but shout loudly, "What on earth is this thing?"
As she spoke, she struggled to pull her feet free.
Only then did Lu Xin realize his own feet had partially sunk into the bridge surface, as if the bridge they stood on had become viscous, or as if this world sought to devour them. He hurriedly pulled his own feet up as well, looking around at the world that was already twisting and changing. He wanted to say something, but the distant, surging torrent of Psychic Turbulence had already swallowed him, Xia Chong, and No.2 whole.
"Bzzzzzz..."
An indescribable mix of Auditory Hallucinations and Hallucinations flooded into his mind simultaneously.
In that instant, Lu Xin felt as if ten thousand people were talking inside his head at once, as if a hundred thousand different thoughts surged through his blood vessels in an instant, crowding into his cerebral cortex and occupying every area dedicated to perception...
He couldn't describe the sensation. It was like scarlet liquid being poured into clear water all at once.
It felt as if every single cell in his body was instantly isolated and meticulously scanned by one particle.
An infinite sensation of weightlessness washed over him.
Lu Xin felt like he had plummeted into an abyssal depth one moment, only to find himself amidst the stars the next.
His emotional consciousness churned into utter Chaos at this point.
Yet, in that same instant, his rational consciousness abruptly detached itself.
It was as if he'd suddenly emerged from the ocean's surface, looking down at its inky depths, sensing his own body.
Within this psychic torrent, he felt himself being separated instantaneously.
His Desires, Emotions, Memory, personality—all were dismantled like intricate machine parts, flawlessly and precisely.
Piece by piece, link by link, they laid themselves bare before him.
He could observe himself with complete objectivity, with startling clarity and detail.
From an utterly detached perspective, he understood himself completely, comprehending himself like never before...
"Bzzzz..."
The surrounding Psychic Turbulence continued to surge, seemingly merging with his rationality.
For a split second, even his own reason couldn't discern whether this was chaotic Psychic Turbulence or an overwhelming tide of countless pieces of knowledge and cognition drowning his rationality. After all, this Psychic Turbulence was inherently something of a higher level.
The moment he touched it, he was baptized, inside and out...
...He suddenly recalled No.2's description.
Everyone who entered this world experienced this moment of... gratitude? Even elation?
Immediately after, they would discover this world's terror.
So what sent their excitement soaring was precisely this feeling.
Seeing the world, even examining oneself, from a god-like perspective.
It was truly a transcendental feeling, impossible to imagine, let alone experience...
...But if this was elation, then what was Fear?
"Shrriiieeeek..."
An exceptionally sharp, piercing sound suddenly flashed past Lu Xin's ears. That sensation of sharpness was indescribable.
Like a blade swishing past his ear, his surroundings plunged into absolute silence.
Lu Xin snapped his eyes open. He saw Xia Chong standing dazedly beside him.
Her calves were already submerged in the concrete bridge surface, yet she remained utterly unaware.
Her eyes held a vacant expression, her small mouth slightly open, as if her entire being was enveloped by an eerie Psychic Energy.
Even her Psychic Energy was soaring at an alarming rate, like a spring slowly welling up.
Lu Xin realized the problem instantly.
He had just been, and Xia Chong was now, being contaminated by the Divine Nightmare...
This high-level Contamination brought changes on the Mental Plane.
But being a qualified Special Contamination cleaner, he knew what an intensification of Contamination signified...
"Not good..."
The moment he realized what was happening, he instinctively cried out.
But before Lu Xin could say anything else, he suddenly heard a thunderous boom. The entire bridge abruptly snapped in half. An indescribable sense of weightlessness washed over him as he, Xia Chong, and No. 2 simultaneously plummeted from the bridge toward the great river below.
Below, they could see countless excited faces, hands reaching high toward them.
It seemed they eagerly anticipated their fall into the river.
"Careful!"
Lu Xin shouted, borrowing strength from Little Sister. His body swiftly turned agile as one hand grasped onto a nearby bridge pier, the other seizing Xia Chong. Just as he was about to extend his foot toward No. 2, he saw No. 2's falling figure suddenly vanish.
The next moment, No. 2 reappeared on the fractured bridge pier, sitting quietly and gazing into the distance:
"It's useless, Number Nine. This place... it’s a massive vortex. No one in this vortex can escape."
"Everyone will be assimilated, completely trapped in this world..."
"So, won’t you really consider killing me?"
"..."
Lu Xin forcefully pulled Xia Chong up and flung her onto the pier. "Shut up," he snapped angrily.
"Oh."
No. 2 looked at Lu Xin with a dazed expression, then silently lowered his head.
"Crack..."
At that very moment, the surrounding transformations intensified violently.
A sensation of dizziness and unsteadiness washed over them, the entire world turning upside down.
One moment, Lu Xin was holding Xia Chong back from falling. But the instant the inversion occurred, Xia Chong crashed headlong into Lu Xin. Groaning from the impact, Lu Xin instinctively grabbed her. Before he could utter a word, he saw countless people plummeting from overhead.
They were the people previously in the river below the bridge. Now, like countless raindrops, they materialized mid-air.
Their faces, contorted in agony or cruelty, could be seen as they flailed helplessly, struggling in the emptiness.
Worse yet, amidst their torment, some suddenly flashed savage excitement. Reaching out with clawing hands, they lunged toward Lu Xin and Xia Chong — perhaps hoping to use them as leverage to escape the Long River, or perhaps merely resenting that they weren’t submerged in the river themselves...
"What the hell is this?"
Even for Lu Xin, without the aid of his family, there was little he could do against such bizarre changes.
He could only let them grab hold of him.
But then, the world shifted again. Endless flames cascaded down — the "sun" they had passed earlier, dislodged by the world's inversion, hurtled toward their location.
Countless tongues of fire streaked past their bodies. Countless of the struggling figures in the air were engulfed by the inferno...
...
...
Lu Xin and Xia Chong felt ravaged and tormented by this world, utterly helpless.
Throughout it all, No. 2 remained constantly beside him, calm and detached, repeating his words:
"The power of the Divine Nightmare cannot be defied..."
"Number Nine, even you... you cannot resist it..."
"So... kill me instead..."
"Won't you please... kill me?"
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"Shut up, shut up, shut up......"
Amid the repetitive bombardment from No. 2, Lu Xin nearly burst a blood vessel in anger.
He struggled desperately to block out No. 2's endless chatter, while swiftly lifting Xia Chong. Relying on the ability to mimic Little Sister, his body became agile and flexible. In this bizarre and elusive world, he leapt forward frantically.
He looked like a fly that had strayed into a meat grinder.
Countless grotesque things beyond his understanding surged toward him.
A soaring river of blood rushed toward his face. A spot he was about to land on suddenly revealed a bizarre human face, its sharp teeth snapping at his leg. During the leaping process, countless sharp thin needles abruptly appeared in the air.
In this fleeing process, Lu Xin felt pierced all over, wounded and bloody.
What was even more terrifying was that he refused to abandon Xia Chong, using all his strength to evade with her.
But after leaping for a long time, he finally let out a tiny sigh of relief. Looking down, he suddenly felt a chill all over.
Because he saw that in his hand, he only held an arm.
The severed flesh was horrifying; Xia Chong herself seemed torn apart in the endless changes.
His heart gave a huge thud; Lu Xin felt his eyes moisten.
Was Xia Chong gone, just like that?
Suddenly, a feeling of unwillingness and rage arose in his heart; he violently raised his head to look at this broken world.
He saw at the great heights of this world, in the fragmented gaps, countless towering shadows looking down at him from above. Those shadows were blurry and dark, because human Psychic Energy was insufficient to grasp their true forms.
"Buzz......"
The Black Particles in his eye sockets suddenly pulsed, instantly filling them entirely.
Lu Xin violently raised his head toward them; the muscles on his face contracted fiercely, revealing bright red gums due to extreme ferocity.
"You dare provoke me?"
He roared loudly, slammed his feet against the wall, and charged toward those beings in the sky.
But, with a crashing sound, the moment he sprang up, a massive thing suddenly descended from the sky. Or rather, it wasn’t a descent—the entire sky transformed into a giant eyeball, staring coldly at him and giving a light blink.
Lu Xin, who had just charged up, immediately felt as if his body suffered a heavy blow.
He fell from the sky, smashing into the ground and cracking it into a web-like crater.
He endured the pain climbing up from the ground, but suddenly the ground shattered. Innumerable blood-red Tentacles coiled around his body.
They tore and tangled him, flinging him far toward a black ocean. Dark seawater inundated him; suddenly he saw that beneath the surface were countless sharp palms. They swarmed toward him, grabbing his body.
His brain felt as if it might explode, stabbed by needle-like sensations.
It was as if countless people had invaded his head, pulling at him, making him listen to their stories and feel their lives.
"Get lost......"
Lu Xin shouted furiously; around his body, powerful Psychic Energy erupted, instantly evaporating this lake.
He walked forward angrily with bleeding gashes on him.
In an instant, a massive deep red shape hundreds of meters tall appeared before him. It consisted of numerous people scrambling to climb forward, forming a giant human-like flesh ball, like a rolling tumbleweed rushing across the ground. People on top spotted Lu Xin and instantly showed greedy, bright eyes, with stiff, eager smiles, all jostling to climb.
They immediately overwhelmed Lu Xin; hands reached from everywhere to seize him.
Lu Xin felt his flesh torn away, his heart removed, his vessels pulled into long strands......
He was almost down to a skeletal frame, staggering in this flowing river.
Lu Xin's body barely existed; only the Black Particles in his eyes remained pure and flawless.
They pulsed intensely, their frequency nearly reaching an unprecedented height......
He clenched his fist forcefully.
Then everything around him faintly began to tremble.
"Number Nine......"
No. 2 appeared not far from Lu Xin. For some reason, his face was pale and flushed red, yet his eyes sparked with unnatural excitement, gleaming with hope: "I knew you could do it......"
"Do you want to break this world?"
"I always believed only you could shatter... despair!"
"I'm... sorry......"
......
"Sorry?"
Lu Xin, stubbornly struggling to shatter all restraints, suddenly sensed something.
Around him, all the illogical phenomena, like the worst nightmare in the world turned real, still kept happening.
Countless bizarre psychic streams continued to disrupt his mind in a strong interference state.
He could feel he had nearly nothing left, only rage hurtling toward the final tipping point.
He was brewing the power to shatter the final limit.
But just before crossing that ultimate threshold, Lu Xin paused slightly.
He was no longer who he was before; his former self would have unleashed his fury without hesitation, smashing through everything.
But this time, he paused.
And in that pause, something became clear to him. His lightly clenched fist suddenly relaxed a little.
He lifted his head and looked forward, murmuring softly: “No. 2, enough.”
...
...
As he spoke these words, the sensation of collisions surrounding his body and the indescribably chaotic noises abruptly vanished.
Lu Xin opened his eyes and saw that he was still on the bridge.
His hand had instinctively stretched forward, gripping something soft.
It was No. 2’s neck, already tightly clenched in his grasp.
No. 2 stared back at him with vacant eyes, within which there seemed to be a hidden tide rapidly receding.
Simultaneously, his expression grew even more despairing, tinged with helpless confusion as he stared at Lu Xin.
Turning his head, he saw Xia Chong slumped nearby.
Her eyes were tightly shut, and her short legs kicked out unconsciously, as if struggling in a nightmare.
But undeniably, she was intact; neither arms nor legs were missing.
Lu Xin slowly loosened his grip and looked up at No. 2, his gaze meeting the other’s calmly.
No. 2 sank weakly to the ground, hanging his head. A distinct, deep choke mark marred his neck.
Lu Xin glanced down at his own hand, thoughtful.
After a moment, he spoke softly: “So... what you said before was true.”
“You really can arbitrarily manipulate others’ thoughts and perceptions. You can make people act as you wish, think as you desire. You can make them see anything you want them to see, feel anything you want them to feel...”
“You can casually subject people to the nightmares you’ve endured...”
It took a while for No. 2 to whisper back: “Not everyone.”
“For example... you, Number Nine. I can influence one part of you... but another part remains unmoved.”
“......”
Lu Xin recalled the bizarre visions and experiences just now, his own rage, and the feeling of wanting to tear everything apart.
This explained why his hand had been clamped around No. 2’s neck.
He had almost unintentionally killed No. 2.
“So all of this... everything you did... was to provoke my ‘other half,’ to make him kill you directly?”
After a brief silence, he asked: “Why not just control the more pliable part of me and make it kill you?”
“Because if I controlled you... the one wishing to kill me... would still just be myself...”
No. 2 murmured quietly: “So... I had to enrage the ‘other’ half of you... make him come to kill me...”
Lu Xin fully understood the situation now, an indescribable sense of absurdity welling inside him:
“In other words... this entire thing was just a scheme you constructed.”
“Earlier, at the Seed Tower, when you said you couldn’t break the Abyss’s barrier... that was a lie too, wasn’t it?”
“I can’t imagine power like yours being incapable of shattering a barrier of that level...”
“Saying that was just... to draw me into the Divine Nightmare.”
“Bringing me into the Divine Nightmare... your goal was to have me kill you.”
“The pressure this Nightmare world exerted on me... that was all from you. You wanted me to exert all my strength against this Nightmare world... so that, with the help of my ‘other half,’ the very act of trying to shatter this Nightmare would be the method to completely annihilate you...”
Here, Lu Xin paused slightly: “You lied to me, No. 2.”
No. 2 hung his head. After a long moment, his pale hands gently cupped his lowered face: “I’m sorry... Number Nine.”
“I had no other choice...”
“......”
His voice sounded muffled, as if straining desperately to hold back sobs.
Nevertheless, Lu Xin could still hear the raw, unconcealed despair in it: “I... have no more time...”
“I sensed... I’m about to be devoured by this world.”
“So for me... you were my last chance at release. I truly... truly didn’t want to harm you...”
“I only meant to ask you to help me escape... I wouldn’t have hurt you...”
“......”
Listening to No. 2’s sorrowful weeping, Lu Xin remained silent for quite some time before speaking softly: “But by doing this... you already did harm me.”
“......”
No. 2’s head jerked up, his eyes filled with confusion and question.
Lu Xin met his gaze: “You almost turned me into a murderer.”
“......”
No. 2 buried his head deeply again, radiating profound exhaustion and helplessness.
“Besides,” Lu Xin added, seeming to hesitate before continuing gently: “Killing you would make me... sad.”
No. 2 was slightly stunned, lifting his eyes to look at Lu Xin.
He saw Lu Xin’s earnest expression, inducing a flicker of astonishment.
“You’re... really different from before...”
After a while, No. 2 whispered: “But... you cannot help me. I cannot escape this world, nor resist it. It was so from the beginning... It’s still that way. It only gets worse. What you just experienced... Number Nine, is what I experience every single day. Please believe me... there really is no way... truly no one can resist the Divine Nightmare...”
“Here... there is only despair...”
“......”
Lu Xin wanted to argue against his words but couldn’t immediately find the counterpoint.
His heart was heavy with stifled anger, yet lost for expression. And then, just at that moment, they suddenly heard laughter.
It was a laugh of extreme excitement, rising from upstream on the river beneath the bridge:
“HAHA! This wave, let’s see who dies faster!”
“Paddle left! Left! We’re about to capsize!”
“......”
The cacophony of raucous shouts seemed exceptionally jarring within this oppressive, chaotic, noisy, yet monotonous world.
Snapped out of his thoughts, Lu Xin looked upstream along the "Human River" and saw a raft hurtling down.
The river itself was comprised of countless surging humans. Strangely, the raft too was woven out of people.
Numerous contorted figures formed the raft, rapidly sliding down. Several figures sat upon it, wielding what appeared to be monster bones as oars. Whooping and yelling, they paddled furiously, racing downstream from the upper flow.
Instantly, the attention of both the sorrowful No. 2 and the conflicted Lu Xin was seized.
Paddling left, paddling right, the raft screamed down like a thrill ride.
At the very front sat a skinny, shirtless fellow, covered in tattoos of dragons and tigers. He was the one shouting orders loudly. Behind him were two others: one wore a suit, but their head was replaced by nine serpentine necks. Beside it sat a plump figure who looked simple and honest. Sweeping downstream, they quickly spotted Lu Xin and No. 2 standing at the bridge’s edge.
The figures on the raft frowned slightly, then paddled hard to slow themselves as the tattooed man yelled sternly across at Lu Xin:
"Tian Wang covers the Earth Tiger?"
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"Am I seeing acquaintances here?"
Lu Xin felt utterly stunned, the oppressive sensation from moments ago instantly vanishing.
Encountering Club members here was completely unexpected.
Yet he quickly recalled: Back when he first met Xia Chong's group, Lu Xin had overheard Negative Zero Unit's report to her. After that Hell Legion mobilized, Spark City’s chaos rapidly subsided. The unit’s analysis indicated many rioters mysteriously vanished citywide. Were they transported into the Divine Nightmare at that time?
But Lu Xin was mystified—if they’d entered that long ago, why were they still alive and kicking?
He’d nearly been consumed by this Nightmare’s power moments earlier...
His doubts compelling him to glance at No. 2, he found him looking utterly bored.
Lost in thought, Lu Xin delayed responding to their signal. But from the raft below, a chubby figure stood up, waving excitedly. "Hey bro! Look here! So you're here too..."
"What luck..."
Shouting while drifting past bridge-standing Lu Xin, he suddenly grasped his predicament.
Yelling immediately: "Bro! Save me! Pull me up, bro!"
"..."
Lu Xin suppressed his shock, turning to peek at No. 2.
Understanding him perfectly, though somewhat reluctant, No. 2 sighed softly.
A faint Mental Energy Fluctuation emanated from him. Abruptly, the raft’s three figures vanished as immense Psychic Energy rippled before Lu Xin—then the trio dropped loudly onto the bridge floor. Two still clutched imaginary paddles, frantically mimicking rowing motions.
"Huh?"
After several "strokes," they finally noticed their relocation and gaped blankly.
They warily scanned their surroundings, tapped the bridge surface, then cautiously stood up exchanging bewildered stares.
"Bro! Never imagined we’d meet again here!"
The pudgy man—Night Owl—reacted first, rushing toward Lu Xin with passionate, almost teary-eyed excitement.
"Bro... you came specially to rescue me again?"
"..."
"Well..."
Lu Xin couldn’t readily explain his own presence here, hesitating how to respond.
He shifted his questioning gaze onto the other two.
"Hello hello! Can’t believe we’ve got allies here!"
The thin, monkey-faced man from the raft eagerly extended his hand: "What’s your name, comrade?"
"Family Jubilee..."
Lu Xin shook his hand uncertainly. "You are...?"
"They’re all insiders, bro!"
Before others could reply, the plump one—Night Owl—enthusiastically introduced: "This is Hydra! And this guy here’s a bigshot—he’s ‘I’ll Take Dracula Down or Ditch My Surname Wang’ from our group chat!"
"Meeting here’s like fate smiling on us!"
"..."
"This isn’t fate, surely?"
Lu Xin remained speechless for a long beat.
First examining the scrawny man, realization dawned—so the obnoxious one looked like this...
While Lu Xin inspected him, both the monkey-faced guy and the nine-snake-headed man resembling a Psychic Entity more than a human also scrutinized Lu Xin, Xia Chong behind him, and No. 2 lounging against the railing. Their palpable curiosity prompted the skinny first speaker—Old Wang—to burst out:
"This brother with you—is he from the Club too?"
"And who’s that weapons-rack passed out on the ground?"
"..."
"Friends. Plus one... family of mine."
Lu Xin replied absently while evaluating the trio.
The others promptly extended enthusiastic hands toward No. 2: "Pleasure!"
Throwing an uneasy glance at Lu Xin, No. 2 slowly shook their hands.
Meeting No. 2’s eyes, Lu Xin sighed inwardly, aching to clarify he differed fundamentally from these Clubmates despite sharing membership.
After thinking it over, he decided to skip straight to the point, eyeing them with curiosity:
"You... how did you..."
"..."
"Ai, blame Fire Seed. That place wasn’t running a charity..."
Old Wang—his body covered in tattoos—flicked his hair indignantly. "I was fighting Fire Seed’s West District over there, hadn’t even settled things yet, when they suddenly pulled out. Trucks and trucks hauled folks to Fire Seed’s turf, so I tagged along. And wouldn’t you know? Right when we got here, found everyone sleeping! I figured I’d pull off a big one, seize the chance... but..."
"Next thing I knew? I’m stuck in here. Clueless."
"..."
Night Owl piped up innocently: "I heard Fire Seed’s big speakers telling folks to sleep. I was tired anyway."
"So I tried crawling into some sleeper’s head to nap... and wound up here instead..."
"..."
Behind them was the suited Monster whose head was a nest of nine serpents. Compared to Night Owl and Old Wang, he was the picture of calm. Since coming aboard, he’d said little. Now it was his turn. He first scanned Lu Xin’s surroundings meticulously, looking relieved only when he saw no creepy little girl present. He elegantly pressed a hand to his central snake head and coughed softly:
"All of us have fallen for Fire Seed's scheme. Though they lack a Spiritual Lord among them... their residents themselves are the trap."
"If you try to influence or Contaminate them with abilities? Bang. Shunted right into this world."
"..."
Lu Xin nodded, accepting the Hydra's analysis. Though deep down, he felt things weren't nearly that clean-cut.
True, many saw Fire Seed as lacking a Spiritual Lord.
But with No. 2 standing right here... it meant Fire Seed had become something far deadlier than merely possessing that title.
"So, brother... you?"
Night Owl’s voice cut through Lu Xin’s thoughts, full of warmth. "How'd you make it in?"
"Me?"
Lu Xin paused, glancing at No. 2 before murmuring, "...We walked in. Voluntarily."
"Wah!"
Night Owl’s face lit up with hero worship. "You came to rescue me?"
Even the gruff Old Wang was stunned, then delighted. "Then... we can leave?"
Only Hydra noticed it. The faint twitch of discomfort in Lu Xin's expression.
"Of course we're leaving..."
Lu Xin’s answer was vague. He changed the subject. Watching these newly enthused people, then stealing an uneasy glance at the silent No. 2 bowing her head nearby, Lu Xin could feel the sharp contrast in their energy. His voice was deliberate, quiet:
"But... I'm curious. How are you untouched by this world?"
"..."
"Touched? You mean bothered?"
Faced with Lu Xin's baffled—almost alarmed—question, the three newly rescued passengers looked utterly unimpressed by their own achievements. Old Wang scanned the river below even as he spoke, his voice thick with confusion.
He actually looked... eager?
Lu Xin stared. "You don't feel this world's pressure?"
"Pr...essure?"
Bewilderment clouded all three faces. "What pressure?"
Lu Xin was struck silent. How could he possibly explain?
Just moments ago, he’d felt the world shift. That terrifyingly vast, icy-calculating power had twisted his Perception, crushed his senses. That crushing sensation... it wasn’t solely No. 2’s doing. She merely amplified it, forcing him to confront its raw, inescapable truth. Simple reality: he couldn't resist it. He couldn't rationalize it.
As Lu Xin’s thoughts raced, Old Wang looked thoughtful: "If you ask me... it’s kind of a rush?"
"A rush?!"
Lu Xin looked lost too. He lifted his gaze to the world itself.
Every bit of it defied logic—misaligned.
Human Perception, Emotion... even Desire. Every strand was twisted, distorted into unreason.
And after what he’d just felt? Lu Xin grasped its utter nature: this world could never be right.
Resist harder? Suffer greater pressure.
Hopeless. Twisted. Unbearable.
And these three? They found it... exhilarating?
If not for No. 2’s intervention, wouldn’t the river have swept them away to oblivion?
"Never seen anything like it," Old Wang beamed, genuinely thrilled. "But it's a real thrill! Absolutely unreal! Everything’s false, dangerous... all weird yet scary real. Like some VR game back from the pre-Red Moon world! Hey, you know what VR was? Stuff you wear... Glasses on? Boom! Gorgeous women everywhere! Kissing you, touching..."
"Stop..."
Lu Xin halted the enthusiastic VR explanation.
He’d never tried VR games, but some instinct warned him Old Wang’s version wasn’t a technical demo. Another question burned: "Alright then. How did you avoid this world’s dangers?"
"Avoid?" Old Wang waved a dismissive hand. "We just roll with it! Raft flips? No sweat. Find more drifters, build another raft. Keep drifting!"
"What?!?"
Lu Xin stared, disbelief etched deep.
Night Owl chimed in mournfully: "Yeah... flipped plenty..."
Hydra’s multiple heads added coolly: "Each time... you feel yourself dissolving. Gone. Yet... moments later? You rediscover yourself alive still in this place. Regather at a random point. Continue research... only to face annihilation once more..."
The word "research" made Lu Xin cast another wary glance at Hydra.
The coiled serpent heads instinctively pulled back slightly, retreating from further comment.
But their words illuminated Lu Xin’s mind. He felt something click. Start to make sense.
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