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When that piece of flesh and skin was cut off Lu Xin's back, all the Avengers swarmed toward the flesh, devouring it greedily.
Qin Ran also appeared abnormally quiet and eerie. That grotesque tree, looking like bloody flesh, still maintained its upward growth posture. Countless Vines stretched forcefully outward, their tips bearing twisted, humanoid "Tentacles."
But he seemed to have been pressed on pause; he stopped all movement and remained completely still.
Stranger still, the Small Town residents who had rushed over, torn apart, and consumed that small piece of flesh also ceased their actions.
They remained in their prone positions on the ground, their expressions turning vacant.
As if by eating that piece of flesh, they had completed their revenge, leaving no more resentment behind.
By this point, Lu Xin became even more certain of the Logic Chain behind Qin Ran's Ability.
There seemed only one way to stop his Contamination at this stage: to complete the revenge.
But he possessed another Ability: the transference of hatred.
Therefore, those whose hatred he transferred were effectively under a Curse—one that could only be broken upon death.
Perhaps because he was an Ability User, or perhaps due to the protection of his family, the Curse had only managed to Contaminate a portion of his skin. But if it were anyone else, the entire person would likely be Contaminated.
And that meant only one outcome: death.
Moreover, before death, every single Avenger one killed while fighting back or trying to save their own life would further fuel Qin Ran's Contamination.
But now that the Contamination had been halted, what would the outcome be?
...
...
Lu Xin looked toward Mother, wanting to hear her suggestion.
But Mother, at this moment, frowned delicately, her gaze fixed intently on Qin Ran, seemingly deeply captivated by some change occurring on him.
Lu Xin also looked up. He saw that the Human-Fruit Tree wasn't entirely motionless either. The surface of its trunk was slowly writhing, raised contours gradually forming the shape of a human face. Looking closely, it bore Qin Ran’s likeness.
"It’s perfect..."
The grotesque bark face moved its mouth. The voice was somewhat muffled, but it was unmistakably Qin Ran's voice.
"This is the first time I've felt such rapid growth..."
Where the eyes should be, the bloody flesh stretched taut to its limit, then tore open sideways, revealing two hollow eyes.
Those eyes stared fixedly at Lu Xin. His face wriggled and distorted, expression savage, like a Maniac.
Yet, the tone of his speech was strangely calm: "Truly enviable power. The speed of my growth is directly proportional to the Psychic Magnitude of the cursed target. How incredibly strong must you be to allow me to complete the fifth tier of Contamination so quickly?"
Lu Xin remained silent, watching Qin Ran.
The Human-Fruit Tree currently bore sixteen Human-Shaped Fruit.
Around it, over thirty other Small Town residents lay prone on the ground.
Lu Xin faintly felt another puzzle piece clicking into place.
As seen from the previous Special Contamination Incident involving 041, "Qin Ran's" contamination speed increased exponentially.
Each subsequent tier was double the previous one, but correspondingly, the time required was also doubled. Therefore, during the previous incident, the risk assessment for Special Contamination Incident 041 wasn't particularly high, because this method of contamination meant its speed was inherently restricted.
And contamination speed is often the crucial standard for determining the risk level of a Special Contamination Incident.
But this time, during Lu Xin's direct confrontation with Qin Ran, he discovered Qin Ran's contamination speed was completely different from before.
This time, the speed was frantic, almost insane...
According to Qin Ran, this was somehow related to Lu Xin himself?
...
...
"You are special. I've already guessed why you are so special."
"Never expected that, at this final moment, the Escaped Laboratory mission would... be unexpectedly completed."
"..."
While Lu Xin was thinking, the face on the tree trunk slowly spoke.
Simultaneously, an eerie smile appeared on that face as it began to slowly merge back into the trunk.
"Mm!"
Lu Xin's body jolted violently. He snapped his head up, staring at Qin Ran.
"Escaped Laboratory?"
This was the first time Lu Xin had heard this name, and it evoked an extremely strange sensation within him.
It was also at this moment that Mother, standing not far away, suddenly had her face turn cold. Her usually exquisite and elegant smile seemed instantly shrouded in shadow. The light of the Crimson Moon shone down, rendering her delicate features indistinct, shifting between light and shadow.
"It must end now..."
Mother spoke softly, but her voice carried a distinct chill.
"Alright!"
Lu Xin responded in a low voice, his body tensing.
He too wished to swiftly deal with Qin Ran.
Because his experience facing Ability Users was limited, he dared not delay even the slightest, fearing anything might go wrong.
So, even though some doubts arose within him, they didn't affect his resolve.
Even if he had questions, they could wait until Qin Ran’s combat ability was completely dismantled...
"Swoosh!"
The moment this thought crossed his mind, his body had already bounced forward.
His waist slightly arched, his posture natural, he instinctively assumes the stance most suited for a sprint.
And he timed his move precisely as Qin Ran’s face began merging into the tree trunk.
From his observation of this Flesh-Blood Monster Tree, Lu Xin intuitively felt that this was when Qin Ran was most vulnerable.
When Lu Xin lunged, a small portion of Qin Ran’s face had already fused into the trunk; all the vines and branches began to tremble faintly, especially the Human-Shaped Fruit growing upon those branches, which were rapidly unfurling. Since each fruit is composed of innumerable spiritual entities shaped like people, it now looked as if they were all opening their arms.
Opening their arms forcefully, as if yearning to embrace something...
"Every ability system fundamentally contains three types of capabilities..."
"If Qin Ran's Curse and his method of utilizing the Human-Fruit Tree to inflict Contamination upon others represent two of his abilities..."
"Then, he should possess a third ability..."
Lu Xin struck precisely at this moment to forestall Qin Ran's third ability.
Because he didn’t know what that ability was.
Certain details suggest that until Qin Ran’s face fully integrated into the trunk, he likely couldn’t activate that third ability.
"You... mustn't harm him!"
But right at this instant, a loud cry suddenly erupted from the pitch-black house behind him.
The voice was hoarse and tense, like the croak of a duck with its neck squeezed tight, exceptionally eerie.
The moment this voice sounded, Lu Xin's heart gave a boom.
Instinctively glancing in that direction, his pupils narrowed sharply.
He could see a large head emerging from behind a doorway; it looked rather peculiar. Its owner was covertly staring at him; despite obvious nervousness, they gazed unflinchingly and uttered this demand loudly.
Crucially, at least for that fleeting moment, Lu Xin’s heart lurched violently.
He had an involuntary reluctance to refuse this plea, an urge to heed it and abandon his attack on Qin Ran.
The ungainly features on that oversized head appeared somewhat endearing now...
"It seems you've accepted a gift you shouldn't have..."
Qin Ran, whose face was nearly fully merged back into the trunk, noticed Lu Xin's distraction.
A bizarre smile twisted his lips.
Simultaneously, upon those stretched-out vines, dozens of fruit shaped like humans were on the brink of fully opening their embrace.
...Yet in that very instant, Lu Xin’s briefly hesitated form abruptly accelerated again!
He shot forward like a blurred silhouette under the moonlight, crossing over a dozen meters in an instant to appear directly before the Human-Fruit Tree.
His palm thrust straight into the tree trunk, seizing Qin Ran by the throat, which had largely already sunk into the bark.
His eyes, void of any emotion, gazed at him earnestly, calmly, indifferently...
"What... is this?"
True surprise finally manifested on Qin Ran’s face.
He had distinctly seen Lu Xin lost in thought an instant prior, seemingly hesitating about whether to charge at him.
But the next second, Lu Xin was upon him, choking his neck in the final instant before his head vanished into the trunk.
"It’s that person who sells Roses, isn't it?"
Lu Xin regarded him placidly. "Accepting his gifts causes one to feel affection toward him, correct?"
"My Little Sister has already gone to find him."
"Perhaps you don't understand... what my Little Sister does to things she fancies..."
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"Little Sister..."
Surprise appeared clearly on Qin Ran's face as his neck was grabbed.
The voice that had been somewhat muffled moments before now sounded clearer.
"Your ability should be the Spider-Type..."
"..."
"It seems you don't know everything..."
Lu Xin frowned and pulled Qin Ran outwards with force. As he did, severe pain crossed Qin Ran's face, still merged within the tree trunk. Earlier, when Qin Ran emerged, it seemed like he was detaching from the wood. But now, being pulled out by Lu Xin, it was clear his flesh adhered to it; strands of flesh and blood were pulled out.
It resembled pulling a figure from dough.
To forcibly extract him like this looked certain to be fatal.
However, Lu Xin decided to pull him out anyway...
But he hadn't anticipated that as he pulled Qin Ran forcefully, Qin Ran suddenly closed his eyes. Instantly, the part Lu Xin was gripping changed into a seemingly lifeless piece of wood. He successfully pulled it out, but found himself holding only a fragment of timber. The "Qin Ran" he had seized was utterly dead, his previously vivid skin turning dull.
This Qin Ran was dead...
Both as a life form and as a spiritual entity, he clearly lost all vitality.
What Lu Xin didn't expect, however, was that at the very moment this "Qin Ran" in his grasp died...
Above him, a Human-Shaped Fruit atop a tentacle abruptly snapped open its eyes.
Its face twisted in terror as it gasped for breath, as if only just escaping from strangulation.
And it was merely the first; immediately, a second one followed, then a third.
Sequentially, every Human-Shaped Fruit on this Flesh-Blood Monster Tree snapped open its eyes, gasping noisily for air. Previously, they had merely been fruits at the apex of the monstrous vines, obeying the tree mindlessly, opening their arms to capture prey. But now, they clearly displayed a different reaction, one after another, all springing to life...
...One Qin Ran died, sixteen "Qin Rans" came alive!
...
......
Whoosh...
They all writhed and trembled at the tips of the vines, then simultaneously dive-bombed downwards.
Lu Xin immediately sensed an instinctive danger. He leaped back seven or eight steps in rapid succession.
His Little Sister was not beside him at this moment, so he was relying on his own strength. However, to some extent, he forcibly borrowed some of Little Sister's power. Consequently, his speed was somewhat faster, albeit noticeably rigid and clumsy in his movements. He lacked the flexible, contorting agility he possessed when Little Sister was present.
Though he retreated fast enough and sustained no injury, the sixteen plunging Qin Rans still made contact with his body.
The forest of vines, each tip bearing an agile human figure, was impossible to evade entirely.
With the power of Little Sister he had forcibly borrowed, Lu Xin only managed to avoid vital spots.
Yet, many parts of his body were grazed.
"Hahaha..."
"Hahaha..."
Once Lu Xin withdrew, he immediately saw all the Qin Rans on the monstrous tree laughing.
In the chaotic, cacophonous laughter, a strange sensation washed over Lu Xin. Instinctively, he looked down at his hand. Whether it was a trick of the light or not, he saw a face struggling to emerge from beneath his skin, glowering at him ominously.
The strange feeling wasn't confined to his hand. Pulling back his sleeve, he discovered a face appearing on his forearm. His neck felt cool to the touch; when he felt there, he encountered a bumpy protrusion. Another face was forming there.
Every spot touched by the Human-Fruit Tree was now sprouting a face.
With each new face appearing, Lu Xin felt the peculiarity within his body intensify, as if portions of his will were being stolen.
He was engulfed by an intensely disorienting noise, as if countless voices were speaking.
Whispers, soft giggles, or loud shouts.
These different voices overlapped into immense chaos.
Wave upon wave assaulted his mind, like continuous sonic waves simultaneously screaming:
"I am you";
"You are me";
"Give me you";
"Give me back to me!"
"..."
These voices should have been illusory, yet Lu Xin could hear them clearly.
They felt more like fluctuations at the level of Mental Power.
The noise grated on Lu Xin, and the faces continuously emerging across his body filled him with extreme discomfort.
But when he instinctively turned, he realized the problems went far beyond this.
Thud. Thud. Thud.
The thirty-six individuals previously contaminated by Qin Ran, yet spared consumption by the largest Human-Fruit Tree due to successful "revenge," simultaneously split open. Small Human-Fruit Trees sprouted from their bodies, each initially just a long Vine. The top of each Vine slowly split apart, revealing a face.
Every single face bore the likeness of Qin Ran.
They were smaller, with fewer Vines, but numerous.
Simultaneously bursting forth and growing, they instantly transformed the surrounding area into an eerie "forest."
Swaying Tentacles radiated influence outward.
An ever-widening area was affected, influencing more and more residents of the Small Town.
Their ferocity seemed to multiply infinitely, and they charged forward, brandishing their weapons.
Looking around, Lu Xin saw masses upon masses; the Small Town had abruptly become a sea of Monsters.
...
...
Lu Xin clumsily dodged their attacks, yet felt Monsters closing in from all sides.
The faces growing on his body hampered his speed, even dulling his combat awareness.
He felt unsettled, out of his depth.
He far preferred dealing with people like Puppet-Type Ability Users.
Their powers were understandable, predictable, and not nearly so grotesque.
Qin Ran himself was an enigma; his abilities were sheer madness.
...
...
"It's time..."
The gentle voice of Mother sounded before him.
Mother had reverted to her former refined and gentle appearance. Her gaze held a touch of pity as she looked at Lu Xin, surrounded by Monsters, while simultaneously intercepting the majority of their attacks. She spoke softly, "We agreed, didn't we?"
"This trip was meant to let him get some air, to relax."
"Otherwise, being confined too long... he'll get angry. He'll cause a huge mess..."
"..."
Mother's reasoning was sound. Lu Xin saw no grounds to oppose it.
This had been decided during the last Family Meeting, after all.
Before unraveling the Logic Chain of Qin Ran's abilities, they hadn't dared to release Father. But now, at least the logic behind Qin Ran transforming into a Human-Fruit Tree and contaminating others was clear. The third ability Qin Ran was now manifesting didn't seem specifically tailored to antagonize Father's temper either. Furthermore, for Lu Xin, there were really only two scenarios where calling upon Father was the most fitting solution...
One, when the opponent's Logic Chain was completely understood.
Two, when the opponent's Logic Chain was utterly incomprehensible.
So he nodded slightly.
Then, slowly, he lifted his head and looked towards the northwest.
That was the direction of Qinggang City.
Near Moon Terrace in Satellite City No.2 of Qinggang City stood an old apartment building.
At this moment, the locked door of Room 401 on the fourth floor suddenly slammed open with a "bang" of its own accord.
The room was empty, yet the entire building gave a distinct shudder.
...
...
"Having used this ability... I wonder just how many more 'Me's it will spawn..."
Qin Ran's face atop the flesh-and-blood tree—or rather, Qin Ran himself—looked towards Lu Xin, who was drowned under Monsters. His expression held no excitement. On the contrary, he wore a wary gaze as he glanced at the other Human-Shaped Fruits on the tree, his eyes betraying resentment he couldn't completely hide. Strangely, many of the other Human-Shaped Fruits also turned their looks towards him, their eyes mirroring the same hostility.
They grew on the same tree, yet despised each other, their gazes thick with murderous intent.
"But fortunately... My consciousness is the strongest. I am the most likely to become the true Me..."
"And having completed two of the three tasks, there's hope of using that to obtain the solution..."
"Judging by the current situation, there's even hope of leaving before 'It' awakens..."
"..."
Thinking this, he looked up towards the location of the room behind him.
He remembered a companion was still there. He recalled what Lu Xin had just said.
"Little Sister has gone to find him?"
Qin Ran didn't quite grasp the deeper meaning, but he felt a pang of concern for his companion.
The concern lasted only an instant.
Because Lu Xin, engulfed by Monsters just moments ago, abruptly stood up.
At that precise instant, every Qin Ran on the fleshy tree reacted with the faintest hint of surprise. As one, they turned their heads to stare at Lu Xin.
Shock registered on each of their faces.
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“What just happened?”
In the narrow streets of the small town outside, at the moment when countless Qin Ran awakened simultaneously, a person who resembled a little boy with an obviously large head was retreating in terror back into the room. He gasped for breath, his face filled with an incomprehensible expression:
“Why didn’t it work?”
According to the intelligence obtained by Lu Xin through interrogating Chen Zhong, his code name was Big Head Ghost, but his specific abilities were unknown.
But one thing was certain: he was the source of multiple sudden Special Contamination Incidents in Qing Harbor Satellite City No.2. His ability involved implanting an abnormal emotion into a recipient's body by gifting something like a rose or another specific item.
At this moment, this somewhat battle-hardened Ability User mercenary was bewildered.
Just now, when that cluelessly intrusive Ability User from Qinggang City discovered them in Happy Town, they certainly discovered him too.
Immediately, he used his ability, leveraging a not yet fully corrupted little boy from this small town, to give that Qinggang City Ability User a handful of sour dates. He also saw accurately and unmistakably that the Ability User accepted that handful of sour dates.
Therefore, when that Ability User fought the boss, he timely exerted his role...
At this point, that Ability User should have found it very hard to refuse his request.
He understood his ability well and judged the scale perfectly.
At this time, that Ability User should have grown more agitated as soon as he heard his voice.
Although, within such a short period, it was not enough for the Ability User’s liking toward him to ferment to a strength sufficient to overwhelm all his other emotions and rationality, making him obedient, the impact on his will was already sufficient.
This was the effect he could achieve.
His ability was not suited for direct confrontation with Ability Users, but once it hit, it was nearly irresolvable...
He knew the boss needed a little help at this moment, so he grasped it precisely.
As an assistant, his ability to gain even half a second for the boss was good.
But what he saw was that, after he spoke, that Ability User still rushed straight out.
And seized the boss’s throat with one hand.
“Was this going to mean changing bosses again?”
That ghostly abrupt and swift scene left Big Head Ghost somewhat confused and even more panicked...
...Why didn’t his ability work?
Then, at this very moment, Big Head Ghost suddenly heard a faint, elusive laugh.
“Hehe, Big Brother...”
Big Head Ghost jolted awake, turning to look around.
But inside the characteristic house of this small town, he saw nothing at all, only sensing a faint, eerie breeze brush past.
From the windows of the house, some moonlight could filter through, yet the majority of the room remained hidden in darkness.
For some reason, he felt that in this darkness, a pair of eyes seemed to be watching him.
Those eyes were filled with excitement, cunning...
...as well as cuteness and sweetness!
Big Head Ghost stood rooted to the spot, not daring to move at all.
His nerves were stretched to the limit as he carefully observed a tiny device at his waist, his breathing having temporarily stopped.
But that device strangely showed no sign of movement.
After an unknown amount of time, another faint, cool breeze blew through the room, like a small whirl of air.
That sound, which seemed only audible if listened to unintentionally, yet disappeared when closely paid attention to, rang out again:
“I really like you...”
“...”
“Beep—”
At that very instant, the alarm device at Big Head Ghost’s waist suddenly blared out a piercing siren.
Red light burst forth, illuminating some of the darkness in the room.
This abrupt change instantly sent cold sweat pouring all over this Big Head Ghost’s body, giving him a sensation of all his blood rushing to his head.
The tiny psychometric device either showed no reaction at all or reacted at full intensity instantly...
What in the world had he encountered?
When his mind went blank, his usual vigilance still kicked in.
His somewhat short and deformed body had never moved this fast before. Instantly, he detached the miniature device from his waist and threw it out.
As the device left his hand and soared through the air, it split into several segments. Thick, finger-like Blue Electric Arcs flashed between them, crisscrossing and expanding. In an instant, the arcs filled the entire room.
He lunged towards the rear window of the house, poised to dash out.
He wasn’t strong physically, but now, probably due to extreme tension, he moved with much greater agility.
In one step, he reached the window, planted a hand on the sill, and prepared to leap out.
But the very moment he exerted force, he abruptly slammed face-first onto the ground. So sudden was the fall, he didn’t react in time. His large head struck the window sill with a heavy thud. The pain was searing, and warm liquid started flowing out.
"What just happened?"
He didn’t understand. Why had he fallen doing such a simple motion?
As he pondered, he raised his head, and saw in the fading afterglow of the vanishing Blue Electric Arc something illuminated on the ceiling.
It was a grubby swatch of white skirt corner, flickering out of sight.
Big Head Ghost felt a jolt of terror chilling his scalp. He had no time to think. He thrust out his left hand to grab the window ledge.
He still desperately wanted to escape the room.
But once he grasped the ledge and tried to pull himself up, his body twisted, trapping him. He couldn't rise.
Only then did he realize: the hand that had reached out wasn’t his left hand, but his right.
He’d intended to use his left, felt sure he was using his left... so why was it his right out there?
In his mind, he commanded his left hand to grip the ledge, turn his body left, and stand. But the reaching hand became his right, while his body twisted left. This created opposing, twisting forces, entangling him... A panicked gurgle escaped his throat. He hurriedly tried to use the grip of his right hand, twisting his body right this time to stand up. Yet again, he failed.
His left hand moved numbly forward, gripping the ledge as well. His two arms now moved in conflict.
Panicked, he scrabbled his feet against the floor, trying to push his body up using his legs. Instead, he toppled over sideways.
When he tried to push with his left leg, his right leg pushed instead, flipping him over...
...Finally, he understood what was happening to him.
He didn’t know why, but he realized his body’s sense of left and right, up and down, had become distorted.
The perception of his left hand had switched with his right. His right hand’s perception had switched with his left. The same inversion applied to his legs.
If he had to describe it... it was like a stuffed doll ripped apart and sewn back together.
But both arms and legs had been reattached incorrectly...
...Was this the influence of that Ability User of Qinggang City?
...But he was supposed to be outside fighting the boss at this moment!
...
...
"Hehe, you’re so cute..."
"Now you're my Toy..."
"..."
Though unable to comprehend why, the sense of distortion wracking Big Head Ghost intensified.
As the distortion grew worse, it also seemed to heighten a particular Perception.
The faint, playful voice whispering at the edge of his hearing finally sharpened. In this seemingly empty, shadow-drenched room, he saw an impression, a silhouette: something crawling on the wall, laughing at him.
It was a small, dim figure clad in a dirty little white dress, clinging upside-down high on the ceiling like a wraith.
Her eyes were large, with too much white showing around pinprick pupils.
Jet black hair hung in tangled strands. Her expression resembled a wide grin, exposing small, sharp teeth...
His own vision was twisting now, like he viewed the world through a kaleidoscope.
Within this panorama of warped and bizarre refractions, he glimpsed that exceptionally... pretty little girl.
She drifted soundlessly down, landing lightly on the floor. Cocking her head, she studied him intently.
Slowly, her smile widened, growing more intense. Excited, she extended a tiny hand towards him, as if longing to pick him up...
...
...
"No..."
The Fear choking Big Head Ghost was beyond description. He could only use all his strength to scream.
But it seemed even his tongue had been twisted into knots. His voice emerged as fragmented, choking gurgles.
Only God could understand his pleading words now...
...And it seemed God truly heard!
Just as the little girl dropped from the ceiling and was about to embrace him, she suddenly glanced sharply out the window. Whatever she confirmed out there made a flicker of disgust and dread cross her small face.
She merely drifted down beside Big Head Ghost and stretched out a small hand to gently stroke his large head.
Her voice was soft, lilting like a lullaby.
"Little Doll, don’t be scared..."
"Father is about to break free."
"He’s very fierce, don’t be scared..."
"I’ll protect my Little Doll,"
"Therefore..."
She tenderly wrapped her small arms around Big Head Ghost’s head: "Therefore, I’ll kill you first..."
"Don’t be scared, don’t be scared... once there are many wounds, it won’t hurt anymore..."
"..."
"Aagh..."
In his final moments, Big Head Ghost finally managed a proper, agonized scream...
...Well, he thought it was a proper scream. To any listener, it remained merely an inarticulate, dying gurgle.
...
...
Simultaneously, outside the house, amid a writhing mass of Monsters, Lu Xin’s head drooped slightly. Strange faces multiplied on his body, seeming poised to consume him entirely as he stood still, unmoving.
High above, the Crimson Moon hung suspended, casting his figure into a slender Shadow.
Then, that slender Shadow began to deepen, twist, and its darkness spread endlessly wider.
The next moment, the Shadow abruptly rose to its feet.
It loomed at least twice as large as Lu Xin's frail frame. From its profound, inky depths, two eyes abruptly opened wide.
Blood-red eyes.
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"Thump, thump."
"Thump, thump."
Dull yet powerful sounds echoed along the mad street of Happy Town.
Surrounded by countless Human-Fruit Trees laden with humanoid fruit, the air had been thick with chaotic, scattered noises. Innumerable sounds and mad whispers intermingled, filling the surrounding dozens of meters with a clamor that, while not loud, was exceptionally complex, grating on the nerves and causing sharp, intense headaches. Yet, the moment this new sound emerged—a heartbeat—it overwhelmed all others.
"Hiss..."
From the main trunk of the Human-Fruit Tree that had sprouted from Qin Ran's corpse, sixteen identical-looking fruits that had just awakened simultaneously turned their gaze forward, their panicked eyes landing on the Black Shadow behind Lu Xin.
They heard it. The moment that Black Shadow appeared, the heartbeat sound emanating from within Lu Xin's body drowned everything else.
It felt as if all surrounding noise vanished, leaving only that heartbeat.
Then, as the Black Shadow opened its blood-red eyes, Lu Xin also abruptly lifted his head and opened his eyes.
His eyes were equally bloodshot, crimson pools.
"Ah..."
Lu Xin's body was already covered in countless faces. Yet, when the Shadow manifested, those faces seemed to sense an uncanny terror. Simultaneously, they opened their mouths, letting out pained screams. Their expressions tightened unbearably before suddenly—they exploded.
One after another, the faces burst apart, spattering bright red blood plasma.
"What's happening?"
"Why can it expel us?"
"..."
Upon the Human-Fruit Tree, all the Qin Rans screamed.
Their expressions varied — fearful, panicked, bewildered — as they stared at the youth covered in wounds before them, they yelled out.
"That is our Will!"
"Following like a shadow, clinging like maggots to bone..."
"How did he do this?"
"What's going on? Just moments ago, I was hauling cargo out in the Wilderness..."
"..."
"Useless trash..."
Lu Xin sneered coldly, a pair of bloodshot eyes like a greedy beast spotting prey.
The corners of his mouth stretched into an eerie angle. A crimson tongue licked his lips as his gaze pierced intensely forward.
"Thieves who break into someone's home without the owner's permission..."
"...deserve to die!"
"..."
As he growled his rough curse, a gleam of excitement appeared on his face. The red light in his eyes visibly intensified, becoming brighter, fiercer.
Then his Shadow grew darker, denser. Because countless faces on his body's surface had shattered, his frame was now a mangled mess of flesh and gore. Clumps of tainted blood were squeezed out, dripping and splattering onto the ground. This foul blood was the residue from those shattered faces.
Those faces represented Qin Ran's Will.
Through this Will, they could influence an opponent, even remake the opponent into one of their own.
Yet now, these faces had been stretched to bursting, the tainted blood forcibly expelled.
It was as if someone profoundly obsessed with their own private domain was violently ejecting all uninvited guests.
Kill them first, then cast them out!
......
......
Lu Xin began to move, slowly, swaying his body as he shifted.
His frail frame swayed unsteadily as he advanced.
Blood still dripped from his wounds. Crimson footprints smeared one after another on the ground, as if he might collapse at any moment.
But standing behind him was that immense Black Shadow.
That Shadow seemed real, yet illusory. A closer look revealed it was more like a specter constructed from the refraction of Psychic Energy. However, that Psychic Energy was so densely concentrated, it felt viscerally real.
"Ah..."
As Lu Xin started to move, the residents of Happy Town who had sprouted around him—previously contaminated by Qin Ran, but who, having succeeded in their revenge, had fused not with Qin Ran but become distinct, individual miniature Human-Fruit Trees—roared in unison. This grotesque forest of two-meter-tall blood and flesh surged towards him like a wave.
They clearly lacked the intelligence of the Qin Rans upon the original Human-Fruit Tree's trunk. They possessed no Memory, nor the gift of thought.
So, they simply sensed the threat and attacked proactively, like a true Source of Contamination.
......
......
Swish! Swish! Swish! Swish! Swish!
Vines, each topped with a Human-Shaped Fruit, swayed and contracted their limbs and heads like five fingers of a hand. Their faces revealed both confusion and fervor as they lunged collectively toward the center, toward Lu Xin.
Like a net woven from countless black figures, they immediately submerged Lu Xin within themselves.
...
The myriad likenesses of Qin Ran on the towering seven-to-eight-meter Human-Fruit Tree opposite all showed expressions of fervor and anticipation.
...
Crack...
Compared to these thirty-plus two-meter-tall, smaller Human-Fruit Trees, Lu Xin's slim, sub-one-eighty frame seemed rather short. Combined with the whipping Tentacles and the near-human-sized Human-Shaped Fruits, the instant they lunged, Lu Xin was overwhelmed. Multiple embraces wove together, interlocking, wrapping him tight.
Limb by limb, head squeezed head, like clenched fingers tightening with force.
On the fruit-heads, mouths stretched to their widest, corners tearing back to the ears before snapping down with a vicious bite.
Lu Xin, besieged by so many Monsters, showed not a flicker of unusual reaction.
He only watched with those crimson eyes; fury deepened the bloody hue within them the red. The Black Shadow clinging to him grew denser and more distinct. The seemingly calm and stable Shadow at his back, in its minute details, trembled violently, vibrating like boiling water.
Then Lu Xin thrust out his hands, gripping directly two of the Human-Shaped Fruit traps beside him, tearing them forcefully off his body.
Where his hands grasped them, the two Human-Shaped Fruit traps began to twist and grow brittle. Lu Xin's trailing black Shadow flowed like liquid, passing through his hands and onto the two captive entities.
Upon contact with this black Shadow, the trapped beings began to convulse in violent struggle, emitting agonized howls.
Not just them; the cramped space ensured contacts and overlaps between all these Human-Shaped Fruit traps. As the two caught by Lu Xin felt the effect of the Shadow behind him, the influence rapidly spread to others tied to them.
Four or five Human-Shaped Fruits began screaming in unison, their torment multiplying. More joined the chorus.
It was as if a powerful current flowed through Lu Xin, surging viciously outwards, crackling through the mass.
Heh heh heh heh...
Lu Xin relished their piercing, painful screams, letting out a hollow, dry chuckle. Excitement flickered across his face. He brought one hand to his mouth, opened wide, and bit down fiercely...
Crunch!
That crisp sound held a unique brand of Fear.
Pah!
But the very next instant, Lu Xin spat out the chunk he'd bitten off, his expression twisting into greater fury.
"Pitiful. Worthless. You're not even palatable..."
...
His wrath surged hotter with each word, as if the texture had thoroughly destroyed his good mood. He raised both hands high overhead, then slammed them down savagely.
Crack!
The sturdy concrete ground of Happy Town buckled beneath the impact, erupting into a massive crater etched with fissures like a Spider Web.
The pitch-black Shadow trailing behind him swept upwards with his lifting hands, then plunged down with brutal force, mirroring their descent.
Blasting out from the epicenter of the crater came a burst of Chaos—raw, discordant power ripping in all directions.
The two Human-Shaped Fruits he had clenched and hurled against the earth shattered instantly into powder. Those nearby Human-Shaped Fruits already wracked by the Shadow's tormenting power were simultaneously slammed downward by the blow. Caught in the shockwave exploding from the crater's web of cracks, their forms grotesquely contorted, fracturing inch by inch.
This was annihilation. True disintegration.
Stripped of all cohesive form, all vitality, whether fleshly or belonging to a Spiritual Entity.
Heh heh heh heh...
That same hollow, dried-out laugh escaped Lu Xin once more. It seemed to carry some peculiar vibration; surrounding walls, the small stones on the ground, all trembled faintly, caught in the tremor of his mirth.
Within that roar that held no restraint, Lu Xin radiated an unnerving blend of madness and exhilaration. His gaze swept over the remaining handful—less than half—of the still intact beings. Though distorted and shrieking, they persisted.
Then he, together with the Shadow at his back, lunged outward anew.
"Useless trash! Your sole worth lies only in the pleasantness of your dying screams..."
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Chapter 155: Monster and the True Monster
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​
At intervals, a heavy thud resounded from one corner of the small town, as if the entire Happy Town was shuddering with it.
Around this quiet, peaceful Happy Town, many people toiled diligently beneath the Crimson Moon. They seemed affected by something, forgetting their tasks. In a stiff yet aberrant posture, they slowly turned their heads toward the same corner of the town. Under the crimson moonlight, they could see a patch of shadow expanding incessantly over Happy Town.
It was like a substantive Fear spreading.
......
"Monster!"
Not far away, Mother watched Lu Xin frantically smash every Human-Fruit Tree. There was no smile on her face.
Under the moonlight, her features looked delicate, yet unnervingly cold.
The shadow behind Lu Xin seemed to be growing larger and larger.
When it first appeared, the shadow was just bulkier than Lu Xin's own body. But as more and more of the smaller Human-Fruit Trees were killed by him, or twisted and destroyed by his power, the shadow behind him grew increasingly vast. Now, it was almost twice the size of Lu Xin himself. Beyond the red eyes, even faint outlines of facial features began to manifest.
Lu Xin was diligently hunting down those Human-Fruit Trees — uprooting them, tearing them apart, ensuring their complete destruction, and...
...ensuring their screams were sufficiently delightful!
Mother watched Lu Xin annihilate the Human-Fruit Trees quietly, then murmured softly:
"The true Monster!"
"..."
As she spoke, she slowly turned and walked, her steps slightly hurried, towards the corner of a row of Happy Town houses. There, Little Sister was hiding against the wall, clutching something round and pieced-together tightly in her arms. She lifted her tense little face to look at Mother.
"What is that thing you're holding?"
Mother looked at the object in Little Sister's arms, her brow lightly furrowed.
Little Sister looked up earnestly and replied, "I like him. I don’t want Father to hurt him."
"My dear, you can't be falling in love so early. That's what bad children do..."
Mother smiled faintly, covering her mouth with a light laugh. Then she took out her Scissors and made a snipping motion in the air above Little Sister.
Little Sister dropped the object and looked up at Mother: "Will Big Brother change?"
"Big Brother will always be Big Brother."
Mother looked down at her, took her small hand, and whispered gently, "But now, we need to stay away from him..."
"..."
Saying this, she led Little Sister by the hand and slowly walked deeper into Happy Town.
......
"What kind of power is this?"
At this exact moment, Qin Ran — or rather, the Qin Rans — looked on in terror as Lu Xin smashed those thirty-odd Human-Fruit Trees as if they were fragile Toys. Their expressions united into one.
Pure terror.
Then they clamored in unison:
"We should unite, kill him first..."
"Is it to Annihilate that group?"
"No, we should escape..."
"Hahaha, I hate you all, I want to see you die..."
"I... I'm just a laborer hauling cargo in the Wilderness..."
"..."
Amidst the cacophony of cries, their opinions eventually unified. One Qin Ran, slightly stronger than the others, suppressed the differing views. The massive, ten-plus-meter tall Human-Fruit Tree then began to tremble violently. Its Tentacles, each appearing seven to eight meters long, swayed simultaneously in the air, along with the catching apparatus at their apex...
This swaying started to synchronize, and all Qin Rans turned their gaze towards Lu Xin.
They began to curse.
Indescribable, unspeakable words poured from their mouths, a chaotic murmur impossible to decipher clearly.
One could perceive these utterances, blending together into one malefic stream, affecting the very air. The air seemed distorted, fractured like countless shards of glass refracting light, creating a thousand minute, warped distortions.
It was as if immense power was converging, surging towards Lu Xin.
"Whoosh..."
Lu Xin, who was meticulously finishing off the last small Human-Fruit Tree, was struck head-on by this wave of cursed power.
His foot slid back a fraction, scraping a jagged mark on Happy Town's rigid concrete road.
Then he lifted his head to look at the main body of the Human-Fruit Tree, revealing a terrifyingly grim smile.
He began to walk forward, step by step.
He walked directly into the force of the curses, advancing as if pushing back a tide. His footsteps were heavy, hesitant, yet utterly unstoppable. The shadow behind him, under this assault, didn't weaken in the slightest. Instead, it seethed even more violently, growing more potent with each step, compressing the power of the curses relentlessly until he stood within three meters of the towering Human-Fruit Tree.
He looked up at this Human-Fruit Tree, a thrilled smile spreading across his face: "Is your ability immortality?"
"I like things that are immortal..."
"Because that way you can be in Fear forever..."
"..."
"Ah..."
Upon seeing that Lu Xin had approached so closely, one of the Qin Ran on the Human-Fruit Tree finally couldn't hold back. His face showed a mix of fear and anger. He suddenly stopped cursing and pulled at the long tentacles, lunging down from the air.
He took on a ferocious look, as if he were determined to fight Lu Xin to the death.
"Crack..."
Lu Xin raised his hand and grabbed this Qin Ran.
Compared to those on the smaller Human-Fruit Trees, this Qin Ran on the main body appeared much more real. He also didn't immediately become completely twisted by the influence of the black shadow behind Lu Xin when grabbed. Yet he still screamed out in pain, and his screams were even more miserable than those from the smaller Human-Fruit Trees. At the same time, they were somewhat more pleasant to the ear.
This cursing caused all the other Qin Ran to simultaneously stop cursing in shock. Terrified, they flew off the tree and lashed downward.
"Whack!"
"Whack!"
"Whack!"
One vine after another whipped down, fiercely striking at Lu Xin or, more accurately, at the black shadow behind him.
After all, the black shadow behind Lu Xin was becoming clearer and clearer now, seeming to come to life.
"Hahaha..."
As he was constantly assaulted by such powerful force, Lu Xin grinned and emitted strange laughter.
He had that Qin Ran in his grasp, along with the vines attached. They were yanked down forcefully together and then held in Lu Xin's hand. The black shadow behind him spread along his arm, extending onto the vine. It then engulfed both the vine and the screaming Qin Ran, causing the vine to transform into what resembled a long black whip in his hand.
Lu Xin then swung his arms with force and whipped forward.
"Whack!"
That long whip struck the Human-Fruit Tree. All the Qin Ran shrieked in agony. A distinct scar appeared on the tree's body. An unknown amount of flesh and blood was torn off by that lash, oozing fresh, bright blood...
"Hiss!"
"Hiss!"
"Hiss!"
"Hiss!"
"Hiss!"
"..."
The Human-Fruit Tree waved its dozens of tentacles, wildly whipping at Lu Xin.
And Lu Xin also wielded the long whip in his hand, his face bearing a furious, crazed grin, and lashed the Human-Fruit Tree.
Every time he got hit, the black shadow behind him trembled slightly. Then the expression on his face became even more excited. Every time he struck the Human-Fruit Tree, a large chunk of skin and flesh was scraped away. All the Qin Ran screamed desperately...
Lu Xin had chosen this method to destroy this Human-Fruit Tree. It wasn't very efficient.
He seemed to have chosen this approach because he liked the feeling.
...
...
"I'm done with you all. I'm heading out first..."
In this battle that felt shrouded by Fear itself, one Qin Ran had long detached from the fight.
It was after Lu Xin had destroyed the Qin Ran inside the tree trunk. The first "fruit" to awaken seemed smarter than the others for that reason. Even before borrowing his own Will to suppress the other "Qin Ran" cursing at Lu Xin, he had secretly severed the connection between himself and the Human-Fruit Tree. He then escaped into a room.
The Human-Fruit Tree couldn't move, but mature fruits could.
After a while, a man wearing coveralls—indistinguishable from other Happy Town residents—appeared on the other side of the room. He wore a fake smile, held a silver briefcase, and rushed quickly towards the outskirts of the Small Town.
From behind, incessant screams of countless "himself" made him tremble head to toe.
Damn it, this was the true Monster...
He silently swore to himself that he must never return hereafter...
"Hehe..."
Just as he reached the edge of the Small Town, he abruptly heard laughter ahead.
Lifting his head to look, he saw a dignified woman in a small white suit, with a sun hat on her head. She stood in a field blooming with pink flowers outside the town. She was also holding the hand of a strange-looking little girl whose face was covered by black hair.
They looked at him and smiled happily.
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