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​
"Noticed?"
Mother detected the shift in Lu Xin's expression. She turned gracefully, her smile always gentle and reassuring.
"What is it?"
Lu Xin understood what Mother was referring to. His expression held a touch of shock as he glanced at Father and Little Sister. They were back to glaring fiercely at each other—one seething with anger but too wary to charge, the other hiding behind Lu Xin, clearly afraid yet utterly defiant.
"This ability can affect even Father and Little Sister?"
"Even make them... dumb?"
"......"
"Their apparent lack of intelligence isn't caused by the ability."
Mother chuckled lightly. "It hasn't affected them. It’s affecting you."
Lu Xin nodded. His body flipped upwards, narrowly avoiding the embrace of a Flower of Death. He landed standing at a ninety-degree angle on the factory building wall. Despite such intense motion, his voice remained perfectly level as he asked quietly, "What do we do?"
He understood the reason now.
Earlier at the Club, the Machinist had posed four questions based on the situation encountered.
Most of those questions had been answered, except one still unresolved.
How exactly did these people, awakened from death, die?
Even if an Ability User possessed the power to make people kill each other, how did they traverse the Wilderness so instantly?
Now Lu Xin felt he was closing in on the answer.
Judging by Father and Little Sister's behavior, they seemed affected, their tempers growing volatile.
If even they showed such obvious signs, would ordinary people, influenced like this, fall completely into Loss of Control?
Truly, Mother is formidable...
Lu Xin stole a glance at Mother. It seems she alone remained unaffected.
......
"An overlay of abilities."
Mother said softly. "This Field was stripped from our old friend; it is pure, devoid of Will. However, whoever set this Field can wield their own power through it. Like borrowed money still being money—regardless of what level they are originally, empowered by this Field, they become elusive and powerful..."
Lu Xin narrowed his eyes slightly. "Then where is that person right now?"
Finding the person with this ability meant unraveling the cause of his colleagues' deaths.
If he could have a little talk with this person, Lu Xin felt his mood might just improve a bit.
"You have destroyed well over half of the devices. So, this Field... is collapsing."
Mother said with a light laugh. "Even if the collapse is gradual, she obviously can no longer come and go unseen like she could when the Field was intact. Since she can affect you now, it means she must be nearby. Perhaps..."
She cast a glance at the surrounding Forest of the Dead and smiled. "...Right here among it."
"Well, that’s a relief..."
Lu Xin nodded, then looked towards Father and Little Sister.
Father and Little Sister were currently arguing. Father roared menacingly, "Wretched brat, I'll tear you to pieces someday!"
Little Sister remained defiant. "I'll turn you into a Toy!"
"I'll mince you into pulp!"
"I'll put you on the TV cabinet!"
"......"
Lu Xin took a deep breath and interrupted the pair now bickering like broken records: "Since you're both so furious, why not do something about it?"
Both Father and Little Sister looked dumbfounded, staring blankly at Lu Xin.
Lu Xin quickly explained, "Not at each other. Together. At that person."
Father and Little Sister both glared coldly at Lu Xin.
Arguers are often like this—neither wants to be the first to relent.
"You can act as you wish."
Lu Xin looked at Father, speaking softly. "I trust you."
Father seemed momentarily stunned, unsure how to respond.
"Little Sister is the most obedient."
Lu Xin turned to Little Sister, his voice gentle. "Let’s go find you a Toy. One that sings, moves... makes noise too."
Little Sister's eyes instantly lit up.
......
"So his ability... affects people's Emotion?"
Lu Xin was fleeing wildly in all four directions, his figure stopping to evade the Flower of Death's attack, then slowly turning his head.
Numerous Flowers of Death were flying toward him from all around.
Yet he seemed to ignore them, only lightly tilting his head as he listened intently to the surrounding music.
Although this music had been refracted, making it difficult to distinguish, he concentrated his energy and searched for it bit by bit.
The next moment, his gaze suddenly turned cold as he looked in one direction.
Although the music seemed to pass through countless refractions from the entire Forest of the Dead, the variations in its volume still carried a subtle sense of rhythm; after focusing his attention, finding the origin direction of this sound was quite easy.
"Off we go..."
He whispered it in a low tone, his body abruptly leaned forward, and then he rushed forward hastily.
At the same time, in the place where Lu Xin was charging, the Red-Haired Woman revealed a cold smile on her face.
She cupped the music box in both hands and said softly, "Directly rushing over, is he willingly walking into a trap?"
As she spoke these words, the surrounding Field subtly changed.
Countless Flowers of Death floated to the space between her and Lu Xin, densely packed like a Path of Death.
"..."
"Whoosh!"
From where his feet kicked off, Lu Xin charged toward the Forest of the Dead again, his eyes turning slightly crimson.
This was just like when he had fled toward the Forest of the Dead for the first time, only this time was clearly more dangerous than that instance.
During the first charge, the Flowers of Death were just beginning to bloom, but now, many had already bloomed; the complexly interwoven Psychic Energy around him formed surging torrents, as Flowers of Death bloomed right before Lu Xin.
But this time, Lu Xin showed no intention of dodging at all, rushing straight ahead.
"Whirr..."
Before Lu Xin's figure, one Flower of Death bloomed, and powerful Psychic Energy unfurled.
Lu Xin's figure seemed to plunge into a mass of transparent viscous glue.
His movements became sluggish, his shadow grew blurred.
The incredibly fierce impact nearly bounced him back, as if he stood downstream of a bursting river, but this time, he did not retreat with the momentum; instead, he completely surrendered control of his body to Little Sister, not managing anything.
The muscles on his face twisted violently at once as he grinned like a mischievous child.
Amidst that chaotic and powerful shock of current, his body suddenly twisted in every conceivable abnormal way, deflecting the force striking him as much as possible; then, with both feet springing on the ground, he pushed stubbornly forward through the Psychic Shock.
"Swish!"
The oncoming Psychic Energy broke open with a clear vacuum in its wake.
Simultaneously, the singing drifting from all directions also developed a slight stutter, the sound breaking and continuing intermittently.
Above, in the Forest of the Dead, the Red-Haired Woman's expression became somewhat grave.
"Hum..."
And now, Lu Xin had already rushed before the second Flower of Death.
A massive Psychic Shock assaulted him again.
Moreover, due to his excessive speed, it nearly intertwined with the first one, forming a combined wave of impact.
Lu Xin's bones crackled inside his body, twisting like hemp; his body appeared to develop ghosting images, each step creating swirling ripples in the soil where he touched the ground, continuously spreading outward like water rings.
Lu Xin's expression grew even more delighted.
His body distorted even more severely, but this distortion was not unconscious; he continuously altered the shape of each part according to the surrounding Psychic Shock to mitigate the impacts endured; not only that, but Lu Xin also extended his hands sideways, fingertips touching the air, turning it into ripples that wrapped around his body like rings.
He actually twisted a certain Psychic Radiation that helped him increase his speed.
"Buzz buzz buzz..."
Continuous sounds of shattering Flowers of Death rang out.
Lu Xin passed through each white flower, as fast as a bullet through a row of watermelons.
Lines of wounds had already appeared on his body, after all, a distorted form couldn't fully evade the harm from those Psychic Shocks; chunks of skin were torn open, blood dripping and sliding down, yet his face showed no sign of pain from the suffering.
Surrounded by the light, his contorted expression stretched his smile almost to his ears, displaying utter exhilaration.
The surrounding ground trembled vaguely, with faint sonic booms continuously sounding.
Each Flower of Death boasted a Psychic Magnitude of twenty to thirty thousand, just like when Lu Xin resolved that Psionic Bomb dropped by Qin Ran and others during their assault on Qinggang; the force when such a Psychic Magnitude vanished at twenty to thirty thousand was terrifyingly frightening.
And now, it equaled a series of Bombs exploding simultaneously.
"What kind of Monster is this?"
Within the Forest of the Dead, the Red-Haired Woman's face had become horrifying.
Her skin had turned pale, a layer of cold sweat oozing on her forehead, with blood flowing violently from her nose.
The voice from the music box she cradled, singing the woman's song, grew increasingly delayed and sluggish; the song had become rough and raspy; what was once a fine, soft sound turned coarse and drawn-out, like a nearly depleted cassette player spinning desperately.
She widened her eyes, watching Lu Xin rapidly charging; her expression was as if she had seen a ghost.
"Sigh..."
One wrinkled, dark-spotted palm gently pressed upon her shoulder.
The White-Haired Elder slowly knelt beside the Red-Haired Woman.
He placed a silver case before himself.
Gently opening its lid revealed the case holding a row of silver nails, another row of sharp small knives, three saws of different sizes, pliers, and even several bottles of variably colored liquid, whose contents were unknown.
The Red-Haired Woman turned with difficulty, looking at Old Man with a pleading, rescued-like gaze.
At first, she hadn't understood why Old Man distrusted her so much and stubbornly stayed behind.
But by then, facing this Monster, she realized how mistaken she had been, placing all her hopes upon Old Man now.
"Cough, cough."
Old Man coughed softly once, glanced at the Lu Xin charging forward, slowly withdrew his gaze.
Then he picked up a thin silver nail about twenty centimeters long.
Slowly exhaling deeply, he suddenly turned ferocious, fiercely stabbing it down toward the sole of his foot.
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At this moment, Lu Xin had already smashed through four or five Flowers of Death in a row, his body covered in wounds.
Yet he didn't seem concerned at all, as if these injuries weren’t appearing on his own body.
Only excitement showed on his face as he charged forward in great strides.
It felt like violently smashing walnuts with a hammer and finally seeing a crack appear after breaking three hammers.
"Giggle..."
Little Sister was very happy, her eyes shining as she laughed with unusual excitement.
"Chuckle chuckle..."
Father was also laughing, seeming especially satisfied with this feeling of rampant destruction without any obstruction.
Only Mother appeared somewhat resigned, lightly shaking her head.
"It’s almost successful..."
Lu Xin was now less than ten meters from the Forest of the Dead. Only two Flowers of Death remained blocking his path. He was also feeling excited, ready to gather his strength and charge straight into the Forest of the Dead to find that person.
But unexpectedly, just as his foot landed, his hands and feet suddenly trembled inexplicably.
A piercing pain abruptly surfaced, feeling like he had stepped on a nail.
This sudden pain made Lu Xin pull his body off the ground, flipping high before landing on one foot.
Looking down, he found his sole perfectly intact, without any wound.
In that brief moment of confusion, more Flowers of Death drifted toward him, their slender petals hooking toward Lu Xin.
"An illusion?"
Lu Xin felt puzzled. As the thought crossed his mind, he somersaulted, dodging an attack from a Flower of Death petal. Stepping off a nearby slope to gather momentum, he prepared to charge into the Forest of the Dead once more.
Deep within the Forest of the Dead, the Old Man stared at his foot pierced by a silver nail, his expression unchanged.
Slowly selecting a tool, he picked up a sharp pair of needle-nose pliers.
Adjusting them comfortably in his grip, he slowly inserted them into his mouth.
Lu Xin’s charge into the Forest of the Dead relied on speed and momentum.
He couldn’t slow down. Slowing would allow more Flowers of Death to bloom around him, wasting all his earlier effort. But the sudden pain in his left foot had made his movements hesitate.
In that instant, several more Flowers of Death drifted before him.
If it was just these few, there was still a chance.
Gritting his teeth, he charged ahead. But just then, his head suddenly buzzed. His lower left molar throbbed intensely. This pain scattered his focus, causing his body to plummet downward. His coordination with Little Sister became wildly off target.
Swish swish—
Three or four slender humanoid petals emerged right in front of Lu Xin.
These humanoid Spiritual Entities opened their mouths in silent agony, grabbing his left shoulder, right chest, waist, and thigh.
As the icy sensation touched him, countless weird Emotions instantly flooded his mind. Struck by shock and psychological Chaos, he desperately pulled back using his last shred of bodily control, wrenching free of the petals rushing at him.
"Big Brother, what's wrong?"
Little Sister flipped through the air, dangling from a power line as she looked down at Lu Xin, appearing bewildered.
"My tooth hurts..."
Lu Xin clutched the left side of his face, waving a hand. "Taking a break."
"How could your tooth hurt?"
Little Sister angrily crossed her arms. "You crush crab shells when eating crabs! Your teeth are super strong!"
"Is this the time for that?"
Covering his face, Lu Xin desperately wanted to know if the pain was real.
But the more he focused, the more real it felt. That sensation was taking root and sprouting within him.
Within moments, it had spread to his throat, cheek, and even his forehead.
Swish-swish-swash—
The Flowers of Death ahead were sweeping closer, their white petals twitching like Tentacles.
Originally planning to tackle the humanoid petals, Lu Xin now—distracted and irritable—could only retreat rapidly.
His mood had shifted to alarm and suspicion.
What was causing these sudden pains?
There was clearly no injury on his foot. Touching his teeth, they felt perfectly intact. Yet the agony remained intense.
This torment was so severe it prevented him from concentrating at all.
"It should end now."
Deep within the Forest of the Dead, the White-Haired Elder, his mouth already full of blood, displayed an unsettling calmness. He nodded at the Red-Haired Woman, his eyes sweeping over the contents of the box before finally settling on several vials. Slowly, he reached out and picked up a vial containing a clear liquid. A label on the vial bore the letters H2SO4.
He took a deep breath, pulled out the stopper, and directly poured the liquid into his mouth.
Then he smacked his lips.
...
...
Lu Xin felt as if he had suddenly appeared amidst a field of flowers.
The pain in his foot and teeth surged through him like electric currents jolting his brain, making it impossible to concentrate.
Around him, more and more flowers, formed from merging pale souls, drifted over lightly. They resembled oversized dandelions, filling the sky one after another, each bloom condensed from hatred and agony, intent on assimilating everyone into their ranks.
Little Sister, without Lu Xin able to cooperate, was struggling to drag his body along.
Their speed noticeably slowed, bit by bit, until they were surrounded by the pale blossoms.
These pale Flowers of Death, or perhaps Psychic Entities, weren't particularly strong in offensive power.
After all, while they possessed a terrifying Psychic Magnitude, they were composed of the consciousnesses of countless disparate individuals.
Like a disorganized mob, they couldn't concentrate their psychic energy for an attack.
What made them frightening, however, was the contagious nature of their pain and sorrow.
Simultaneously, amidst this pain and sorrow, there existed a morbid, captivating sort of beauty related to death.
Ceaselessly, they affected everyone around them.
If it were just one flower, Lu Xin would be less affected.
But being completely encircled by the Flowers of Death meant the interwoven Contamination, or the powerful Psychic Shock, would be extraordinarily terrifying.
"Hmph..."
Father emerged from within the dark Shadow.
His gaze swept over Lu Xin, who was shivering and clutching his face, then over Little Sister, pulling desperately at his brother, finally resting on the large flower approaching them. His expression turned extremely displeased.
He snorted coldly, and the Shadow spontaneously fragmented, surging outwards like a black tide towards the surroundings.
His current rage unabated, it seemed he intended to utterly annihilate the Flowers of Death surging towards them...
However, just as the black Shadow flooded outwards, Lu Xin, already tormented by pain, suddenly gave a muffled groan. His face turned ashen pale, large beads of sweat oozed from his forehead, and his body went limp as he sank down into a squat on the ground.
This violent Psychic Shock even affected Father.
The Shadow seemed constrained by an invisible force, instantly becoming disordered and thin.
Instead, the Mental Energy Fluctuations emanating from the Flowers of Death compressed the Shadow down to cling close to Lu Xin's body.
"What are you doing?!"
Father, put quite off balance, glared fiercely at Lu Xin with blood-red eyes.
Lu Xin couldn't even answer, feeling only an intense, burning pain in his abdomen.
He could scarcely put words to that kind of pain.
It felt as if his intestines were being severed one section at a time, or as if his nerves were being scorched inch by inch by raging fire. His entire body was sapped of strength. Had he not usually kept good composure, he might have already been clutching his stomach, rolling on the ground in agony...
Little Sister watched Lu Xin pitifully and said, "His tummy hurts..."
Father continued his outburst: "Can't you just hold it? After we're done, find a damn toilet..."
Lu Xin weakly raised his hand and waved it very slightly.
It was impossible for him to explain to Little Sister and Father that this pain was utterly unlike anything a trip to the toilet could solve. This agony was a searing pain, burning his nerves inch by inch, making his limbs twitch and his mind go almost completely blank.
Humans are so much more fragile than they imagine.
When one isn't hurting, one can never truly imagine what pain tastes like.
Lu Xin even felt echoes of the suffering endured by pigs, sheep, and cattle after they are slaughtered...
Fried intestines, stir-fried intestines, flash-boiled tripe... he could absolutely never eat those dishes again.
...
In the distance, deep within the Forest of the Dead, the Old Man with white hair had a distinctly pungent, burning odor slowly seeping from his mouth and nose.
His pupils had taken on a jade-green color.
His skin was unnaturally pale, bearing the unhealthy pallor of one near death itself.
His body trembled incessantly at that moment.
A dark stain had spread across his abdomen.
Some unknown liquid was seeping out from his abdominal region, and it had already begun to eat into his red robe, turning it scorched and puckered. Every single muscle fiber in his face was constantly twitching; it seemed the excruciating agony could overwhelm and extinguish him at any second.
Yet, for some unknown reason, he managed to remain conscious.
Divine Grace Knight...
The red-haired woman felt a chill run down her spine just looking at him. Trembling, she asked:
"You endure all that every time you use your abilities?"
The pale-haired old man nodded gently and said:
"It’s precisely because I’ve grown accustomed to this suffering that I believe only Truth can guide me."
"..."
The red-haired woman swallowed hard and turned her gaze to the factory building at the heart of the Forest of the Dead.
Lu Xin, despite weakened limbs, staggered relentlessly onward.
His movements had long lost their earlier nimbleness—
Tripping, swaying, looking as though an invisible force dragged him helplessly along.
Though dispersing, the overwhelming Psychic Shock around him still struggled to coalesce.
This horrified her. Was that monster truly iron-forged?
Could even such agony fail to shatter his mind?
A pang of pity struck her, but she whispered: "He still fights..."
"Does he?"
The pale-haired man’s eyelids twitched faintly, his voice strangely hoarse. He raised a hand as if to retrieve something from his chest but hesitated. Slowly withdrawing his palm, he murmured:
"If this measure of pain proves insufficient... I intend to gift him suffering unlike any he has known."
The red-haired woman froze. "What?"
"The very agony you endured twice," he replied.
Realization dawned, draining her face to parchment.
Beneath that pallor, an eerie excitement simmered.
"..."
"Have you had your fill yet?"
As Lu Xin buckled under indescribable torment, the Flowers of Death bloomed at their peak.
Delicate petals snaked from deep within the Forest of the Dead like pale vines—
White tendrils shaped like elongated humans, each one smothered in screaming mouths—
crawled over the ceiling, plunging all into shadows.
By now, his body could hardly hold itself upright.
Even through the pain, he’d exerted every muscle to dodge alongside Little Sister. But abruptly—
An unfamiliar torture struck.
His eyes dashed downward.
It felt as though a searing tide pooled in his lower abdomen—
Searing, expanding, grinding like a millstone within him.
Head splitting, limbs numb—
Recognition stabbed him. He stared in dumbstruck horror.
For the first time, surrender tempted him... Who cared anymore? This suffering defied endurance.
"And now this?"
Father stared fixedly at Lu Xin, aggravated. "Still not adapted?"
Pulling Lu Xin with effort, Little Sister glanced over. "Seems like new pain..."
Father demanded, "What is it? Feels worse than before?"
Little Sister frowned at Lu Xin, puzzled yet unable to identify the source.
Mother studied him with growing intensity. Watching his agony, slowly...
Her eyes widened. A chuckle escaped her lips. Delighted.
"Apologies, truly. I hadn’t foreseen this side-effect... Such a peculiar ability..."
Little Sister, Father—and even Lu Xin writhing in anguish—all shot her reproachful stares.
None grasped what this torment truly meant.
That instant—
The countless Flowers of Death slithered to Lu Xin’s feet. Petals pressed together—
Tentacles quivered as they unfurled. Pale Spirits stretched open countless mouths.
"Aaaaaaa—"
Their piercing shrieks tore through the air—
Spearing from all directions into Lu Xin’s mind like steel needles.
And at precisely that moment—
His anguish ascended to its second-highest peak in known history...
...
"Ah..."
But at that very moment, a soft sigh rang out as Mother appeared gracefully before Lu Xin.
The pale petals falling from the sky were instantly blocked by her.
Though slender and delicate in build, the moment she stood there, no Psychic Energy could penetrate the meter-wide space around Lu Xin. Even the surrounding light seemed to soften abruptly.
At that same instant, Lu Xin’s pain vanished.
It had arrived so suddenly and disappeared so swiftly that he almost doubted the agony had ever been real.
"Huh..."
Lu Xin let out the longest exhale of his life, jerking his head up as he asked with lingering dread, "What ability is this?"
"Many things bring Calamity," Mother replied with a gentle smile. "Unrealistic Fantasies, sudden illness, uncontrollable Emotion, or even a Curse from the shadows. What you just experienced..." She paused, her voice soft. "...is merely what ordinary people often feel."
"Illness?" Lu Xin suddenly understood. "An ability to make someone feel pain?"
Mother gave a light nod, her cheerful tone laced with approval. "You’re thinking much more clearly now than before."
"Well then...," Lu Xin tried not to show it, but a hint of complaint seeped into his voice. "It would’ve been better if you helped me earlier..."
Had Mother stepped in, would the fight be over by now?
"Aiyo!"
Mother gave him a sidelong glance. "A grown man still expecting his mother to bear his pain?"
"Besides," she added, a playful glint in her eyes, "wasn’t that sensation rather... amusing for you?”
"..."
Lu Xin felt speechless. That last part definitely wasn’t true.
Yet her words were frustratingly hard to refute.
He suspected this was Mother's payback for his earlier sarcastic remark.
Hadn't he just thought her unaffected by that strange music? Now it seemed she might have been influenced after all?
...No. She genuinely hadn’t been affected. This was simply her usual temperament!
"You needn’t rush to escape, you know," Mother chimed in brightly while Lu Xin was silently grumbling. "Isn’t this a golden opportunity for you to understand yourself better?"
"You promised us during the Family Meeting, remember?"
"..."
Lu Xin froze momentarily before grasping her meaning.
"What’s happening?"
Meanwhile, deep within the Forest of the Dead, the Old Man with white hair and the Red-Haired Woman prepared to unleash a final, concentrated attack to eliminate Lu Xin when they suddenly sensed an unexpected shift emanating from the Factory Building.
Their assault had struck true—yet absolute silence had abruptly fallen from below.
"Has he passed out from the pain?" the Red-Haired Woman exclaimed, a cold sweat breaking out as urgency sharpened her voice. "Or... does he possess some hidden ability?"
"No matter what, he must die!" the pale Old Man ground out, his expression icy. "The other phases of the plan are advancing smoothly."
"We cannot afford any complications here."
"..."
Amidst his strained roar—whether from pain or exhaustion—more and more Flowers of Death drifted into the pit.
Buried under the dense blanket of petals, Lu Xin reluctantly pulled out his Communicator.
"Do we... have to start learning right now?" Clinging to a last shred of hope, he looked at Mother. "This doesn't seem like the best time for study."
"You are mistaken," Mother replied with unmistakable firmness. "One must cultivate the right attitude toward learning!"
"Any time," she declared, her gaze unwavering, "is a good time to learn."
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"Toot, toot, toot, toot..."
An old-style hand tractor, undoubtedly built thirty years ago and used constantly ever since, had miraculously held together till now, puffing thick smoke from its tailpipe and rumbling to the black gate with a posture that seemed ready to shake apart at any moment.
From the vehicle, a man in a black cloak jumped down. He stretched his back, which was almost jostled apart, picked up his luggage—a small silver suitcase—then turned to the old driver, placed his right palm over his heart, and bowed lightly with great politeness, saying: "Thank you for bringing me all this way. I believe our god will surely grant you peace and harmony."
The old man said: "I don't believe in gods. I only believe that if you don't give me the agreed fare, I'll slash you with a knife."
As he spoke, he pulled out a rusty knife, weighed it in his hand, and gave a fierce look.
The Pastor in the black cloak paused, then laughed.
He obediently fished a twenty-yuan note from his pocket and handed it over.
The old man snatched the money, stuffed it into his pocket, picked up the knife again, and said: "Give me fifty more."
The Pastor was a bit confused: "Didn't we agree on twenty just now?"
The old man coldly eyed him: "Back when we were outside, it was just me alone—if I'd demanded seventy outright, would you have given it?"
The Pastor chuckled helplessly: "And now?"
The old man squinted: "Now my four sons are right there in the fields. Do you think they'd come if I shouted?"
The Pastor resigned, shook his head with a smile, and said: "In all my years of preaching, I haven't met many as honest as you."
With that, he obediently pulled out another fifty yuan, then bowed to the old man before turning to leave.
The place he came to was a Small Town, home to several thousand people, which could also be called a considerable Gathering Point.
Surrounded by a high wall woven from thorns and wire, right at its center stood a black gate.
At that moment, by the gate, two worn-out lounge chairs were set, with two lean men sitting left and right, smoking slowly and eyeing him.
"Recently, we're not planning to sell any grain or take in stock. We only have a big market on the fifth of the month, and it's still early."
"What are you doing here now?"
Only when the Pastor walked up to them did one of the men lazily straighten his back, scrutinizing him from head to toe.
"I'm not here for trading goods."
The Pastor stood before them, smiled warmly, and said: "I am a believer in god, here to preach."
"Oh..."
Both gatekeepers immediately brightened up, finding it very novel.
People came to the town to sell goods, deliver supplies, or even to rob things—there were plenty—but preachers were truly rare.
"Tell me, what good does believing in your religion bring?"
The man on the left winked: "Does your religion hand out grain?"
The man on the right chuckled and said: "Why ask that? Mainly..."
He rubbed his beard and said: "Are there many girls in your religion?"
"Do they wear much clothing?"
"..."
Facing such an impolite tease, the Pastor showed no trace of anger. He smiled and said: "Our religion doesn't hand out grain, but it stops people from feeling hungry. The god we revere teaches us to avoid love affairs, so we no longer suffer from the troubles of romance. We pursue the Truth, and the Truth will free us from the entanglement of Desire, granting eternal peace."
The man on the left and the man on the right exchanged a glance, then simultaneously nodded and said: "A swindler."
"Those who don't give real benefits are all swindlers."
"Right, even fortune-tellers in the next village go naked—shame on you for speaking up..."
"..."
As he spoke, he pointed a finger and said: "Just go—good thing I didn't eat enough at noon today, so I have no strength to hit anyone."
The Pastor laughed and said: "I come all the way from distant Nan Fang, and I'm not leaving. I wish to meet the leader of your Small Town."
"Leader?"
The man on the right snorted coldly and said: "Do you know that our leader despises swindlers even more than us?"
"He doesn't go hungry like we do—he's got strength to kill people every day."
"..."
The Pastor smiled and said: "No matter. I'll make him understand what the Truth is."
Saying this, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a few banknotes, and reverently placed them in the hands of these two men.
He placed his right hand over his heart, bowed, and said: "My apologies for the trouble."
The two gatekeepers fell silent for a moment, quickly pocketed the money, then exchanged a look. The one on the right stood up, walked into the Security Booth, picked up the phone, and dialed: "Hello? Someone's here wanting to see the mayor."
"What's he here for?"
"Prea... delivery. Says they've got loads of goods there."
"So let him in, right?"
"Alright!"
"..."
After readily agreeing, they both came before the Pastor: "Search him first!"
The Pastor happily agreed and raised both hands.
The two men patted him down; there were no guns, nor swords. They even opened the box—it contained no Bomb, only a few changes of underwear and other small items. At most, they found some crumpled paper money in his pockets, and they couldn't bring themselves to rob him.
"Go in."
The two men ordered: "What happens afterward is none of our concern. Anyway, if the boss asks, we'll just say you're here to discuss business."
"Thank you, thank you. I understand, I won't get you involved."
The Pastor agreed, then picked up his box and walked lightly through the large iron gate.
Inside a sturdy stone house, he met the mayor of the town, who clearly came from a Knights Order background.
Though slightly aged, his muscles were thick and knotted, his clothes unbuttoned to reveal a chest covered in dark hair.
On the dirty sofas on either side sat several young men rolling their eyes, faces scarred, hair shaved to mere stubble—the typical attire of tough guys from The Wilderness. Three young women with long exposed legs were dancing a lively cha-cha on the carpet.
"What business do you have to discuss?"
The mayor looked darkly at the Pastor and frowned: "From your attire, you don't seem like a businessman."
"Actually, I'm here to preach."
The Pastor smiled honestly: "Of course, preaching can also be understood as business."
"Hand your soul over to me, and I'll grant you eternal peace—a fair trade, isn't it?"
"..."
The mayor's face instantly turned cold. He scratched his head in distress, then waved at the young men on the sides.
"Kill him!"
"Don't waste the meat."
"..."
The young men sitting on the sofas immediately stood up. They gnashed their teeth and grinned, eyeing him as if appraising livestock.
"Wait!"
The Pastor extended his hand and smiled: "Before you kill me, why not take a look at my gift?"
Saying this, he lifted the silver box with both hands and gestured toward them.
The mayor eyed him coldly and signaled; the three girls who had been dancing the lively cha-cha hurried in front of him, trembling as they blocked the path between him and the Pastor. The young men on both sides promptly whipped out guns and aimed at the Pastor's head.
"Now you may open the box."
The mayor said lazily: "If I'm not satisfied with what's inside, I'll still have you killed."
"You'll be satisfied..."
The Pastor smiled: "But first, I have a question."
"Tell me, what would make you offer your soul in exchange?"
"..."
The mayor frowned and turned to the young men: "Perhaps we should just kill him and open it ourselves."
The Pastor seemed a bit flustered and hurriedly said: "No, no, I'll open it myself."
This time, he didn't delay; he gently knelt on the carpet, placed the box horizontally before him, and lightly pushed the button.
The lid slowly sprang open. The Pastor's eyes lit up, and he softly sighed.
Then he turned the box around, facing it toward the mayor.
"Huh..."
At that moment, whether it was the three girls blocking the mayor's view or the young men craning their necks to peer inside the box, all simultaneously let out a soft gasp, their eyes seeming to brighten.
Despite the box holding nothing but a few changes of underwear and other little trinkets, when they gazed inside, they got so excited it seemed like saliva was drooling down.
"Move aside, move aside..."
The mayor roughly shoved the girls back, as if annoyed they were blocking his view.
His eyes fixated unblinkingly on the interior of the box, as though he wished to crawl inside. Moving from behind the table to the front, he didn't let his eyes leave it for even a moment. Trembling, he approached the Pastor and said excitedly: "This... this is really for me?"
"Yes."
The Pastor smiled: "As long as you're willing to follow our god, it's yours."
"I... I will, I will."
The mayor nearly sank to his knees, stretching out his hands as if to touch the items in the box, but he didn't dare.
"Since that's the case, I'll now state my condition."
The Pastor gently closed the box lid and said: "Not just you—I've already been to Pine Mountain Town, Blackwater Town, White Mud Town, Green Grain Town, and Hill Nest Knights Order... all these places. They saw what's inside the box, just like you, and agreed to follow our god. I promised to give this to them too. So... what do we do?"
The mayor suddenly hoisted his gun with a murderous glare, face muscles twisting viciously, and said: "I'll slaughter them!"
"Heh heh, no need, no need..."
The Pastor chuckled lightly: "As long as you're willing to follow my lead, I'll give this thing to you."
"After all... we have more than one!"
"..."
"I..."
The mayor opened his mouth, and beneath the skin of his face, worms seemed to wriggle as he spat out fiercely: "I want it all!"
"Hmm..."
The Pastor was stunned for a moment, then grinned: "Well, that depends on your performance."
He gradually stiffened his face and stated: "I have two tasks for you."
The mayor stared intently at him: "Say them."
The Pastor smiled: "First, the old man in your town who drives the manual tractor to haul people must die."
"I hear he has four sons—they must die too..."
"..."
The mayor gave a harsh nod and threw a meaningful look at the men on the sides: "Go handle it!"
The Pastor nodded contentedly and grinned: "Second, organize all the people in your town who can handle guns."
"Put them entirely under my command."
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Chapter 404: The Isolated Island in the Dark
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"Report the latest progress!"
At this moment, at the headquarters of the Special Contaminant Cleanup Division within Qinggang City's main city, inside the emergency information processing conference room.
Chen Jing's face was pale; her hand, clenched tightly into a fist, struck down on a stack of documents.
Before her, a row of people sat facing computers, while several Investigation Team members holding the latest intelligence rushed in, nearly crowding together. Only after Chen Jing glared at them did they hurriedly form a line, reporting one by one:
"The Investigation Team that entered Tashan Town still has not made contact."
"We attempted communication with several Gathering Points near Happy Town, but received no response."
"For some reason, the wilderness is currently deathly silent."
"Qinggang... feels like it's become an isolated island..."
"..."
Chen Jing's eyes reddened slightly, seeming on the verge of anger. She hurriedly closed them.
When she opened them again, her expression was calm once more. She said in a low voice, "Tell me something we don't know."
"Yes!"
Someone from the back squeezed forward, flipping open a file. He spoke urgently: "After receiving the reports on Field and Emitters from Mr. Lone Soldier and... the perished Information Collection Unit, our observation personnel set up a temporary monitoring group. They planned to activate the concealed monitoring instruments previously deployed at various locations outside the city. The aim was to verify the existence of that Death Field using a targeted tracking algorithm."
Here, he paused slightly.
Chen Jing immediately looked up at him. "And then?"
The reporter answered: "The concealed monitoring instruments showed no response."
"No response?"
Chen Jing's face instantly darkened. "How is that possible?"
The reporter looked troubled, but continued:
"Previously, to monitor the surrounding situation, roughly ten long-range Observation Posts were set up within various Gathering Points in the wilderness."
"They contain our hidden monitoring devices; they are essentially Qinggang's eyes."
"However, when we contacted these Gathering Points, we unexpectedly discovered that none of them responded."
Chen Jing crumpled a piece of paper in her fist. "None?"
The reporter nodded: "None."
A profound silence fell over the entire office.
Outside Qinggang City, the large Gathering Points are both extensions of Qinggang and serve as its eyes.
But now, these eyes were not seeing what Qinggang needed them to see.
Instead, they provided a sense of dangerous foreboding.
"I have something to report."
At that moment, another person stepped forward, speaking urgently: "Five minutes ago, we captured a signal transmitted by Mr. Lone Soldier!"
Chen Jing's expression tightened, and she immediately ordered the signal to be brought in.
"Investigation mission... concluded... now... implementing... cleanup..."
"..."
The signal was extremely poor, making Lu Xin's voice fragmented and indistinct.
The conference room fell completely silent. After replaying the message twice, a research staff member hesitantly spoke:
"What were Mr. Lone Soldier's investigation results?"
"What kind of Cleanup Mission is he planning to implement now?"
"This report... is it not... complete?"
"..."
Clearly, many shared this sentiment.
Chen Jing looked at them deeply and said, "Considering the circumstances, it's remarkable he remembered to report at all."
Her gaze then shifted to the person who had reported. "Anything else?"
The person immediately responded: "After receiving Mr. Lone Soldier's report, the City Defense Department initiated contact with the covert Special Agents outside the city. Thankfully, we got responses, indicating some of our people lying low outside are still alright..."
"Based on their latest intel, they performed detection scans on Happy Town. Shortly after Mr. Lone Soldier's report, they detected an immense Psychic Magnitude explosion southwest of Happy Town, hundreds of miles away."
"Through capturing and calculating edge Psychic Radiation levels, we can reasonably deduce that the core point..."
"...reached a minimum total Psychic Magnitude exceeding one hundred thousand!"
"..."
After this report came through, the busy conference room suddenly fell silent again.
Someone accidentally knocked over a cup, causing a flurry of frantic movements.
One Hundred Thousand Psychic Magnitude.
......
Chen Jing took a deep, shuddering breath. It took her a long time before she finally spoke in a low voice, "Who is the enemy?"
A man in military uniform stepped forward, handing her a document marked with numerous red lines. His voice was grave, “We’ve just received a comprehensive summary of all recent intelligence and the movements of major factions from Minister Shen. Analyzing the data, the party capable of causing such massive unrest and coincidentally showing activity in the north is highly likely an old adversary of Qinggang...”
“The Church of Technology!”
“......”
The conference room instantly fell dead silent.
Many people trembled involuntarily upon merely hearing the name.
The carefully maintained composure began to fray at the edges.
The reporting officer continued, “We previously received reports concerning the Knights Order that Lance Corporal pursued within Qinggang City – the one responsible for deploying the Psionic Bomb. Professional intelligence analysts were tasked with scrutinizing the reports. Though the content was sparse, they managed to extract alarming revelations. For instance, no one can approach the S-Class Forbidden Zone, yet members of that Knight's Order were able to hide inside.”
“This indicates that the Knights Order possesses a deeper understanding of Happy Town than even Qinggang City itself. Since that incident, the City Defense Department has been investigating the background of that Knight's Order. Crucial information was obtained from their only Survivor. They appear to be a peripheral unit of the Church of Technology, typically assigned to carry out missions on the Church’s behalf.”
"Collectively, this strongly suggests that the Church of Technology mastered the secret of freely entering and exiting Happy Town long ago."
"We are now also certain that the formation of the Field is connected to the Queen residing in Happy Town."
"Therefore, we can preliminarily conclude that the adversary we face this time is an alliance between the Church of Technology and that Queen."
"......"
The atmosphere in the conference room had grown intensely oppressive.
At this precise moment, the door suddenly swung open. A woman in a business suit walked in.
"New intelligence has just come in."
She placed a file gently in front of Chen Jing, speaking softly, "Multiple Gathering Points and Knight Orders—including Pine Mountain Town, Blackwater Town, White Mud Town, and Green Sprout Town—simultaneously reported anomalies. They have all mobilized their armed forces and are heading towards the region around Happy Town."
"Our agents embedded in these Gathering Points have relayed no valuable information."
"We attempted communication via the shared frequency but received no response."
"In simple terms, the leaders within those Gathering Points... seem to have gone mad."
"......"
The oppressive mood in the conference room instantly thickened.
Countless frowns deepened among those present.
The dark Wilderness, resurrected corpses, the sudden mobilization of an army composed of both the living and the dead, the enigmatic Field...
Just what exactly was Qinggang City confronting?
......
"The living, the dead..."
Chen Jing felt numb.
Remote monitoring instruments were severed. Various Gathering Points were experiencing strange transformations. The Observation Posts around Happy Town and the Information Collection Unit had suffered total losses. As Highwall City, their eyes and ears Outside the City were now effectively blinded and deafened. Synthesizing all the information, they realized, with chilling clarity, that they only knew danger and Chaos existed out there—they knew nothing else.
“Mr. Su is connecting...”
Someone announced quietly. Everyone in the conference room immediately looked up at the screen.
A kindly, round face appeared, yet it lacked its usual gentle smile, replaced by a stern, cold expression. He spoke softly, “Colonel Chen, the latest news has also reached me. Does any part of it feel... familiar?”
“Familiar?”
The corner of Chen Jing’s mouth twitched. “From four years ago, you mean?”
An absolute hush fell over the conference room. Chen Jing continued, a note of self-mockery in her tone, “They entered Satellite City No. 4 of Qinggang so openly. Preaching their so-called 'blessings' and 'Truth,' and then just took all those people away, right in front of our eyes.”
“We wanted to act, but found ourselves blocked at every turn. In the end... we could only watch them leave with their captives.”
“It was Qinggang City’s greatest disgrace since its founding.”
“......”
On the screen, Mr. Su gave a slight nod. “So, do you have a suggestion?”
Chen Jing found herself speechless.
Within her burned endless fury, profound unwillingness, and a deep sense of humiliation.
Yet she had to acknowledge, alongside these feelings, was Fear.
Facing the Chaos Outside the City and the eerie silence, Qinggang City truly felt like an isolated island now.
So, what exactly could an island do?
......
While Chen Jing remained silent, in a neighboring office, four people sat quietly.
Gecko, seated at the head position, scratched his head, clearly troubled.
The Drunkard silently opened his Thermos Cup, taking small sips of the wine inside.
A person who looked very young was diligently writing homework there.
A woman dressed flamboyantly sat before a mirror, carefully applying lipstick, occasionally pressing her lips together.
"I... I really do want to go..."
Gecko agonized for a long time, nearly pulling out several strands of hair, before suddenly looking up.
He was no longer even afraid of the Drunkard; his gaze fixed directly on the Drunkard: "Seriously, I value loyalty a lot!"
"The Captain saved me so many times, how could I just abandon him?"
"But, you all heard the report just now, what kind of chaos is it like Outside the City now..."
"Compared to the Church of Technology and that Queen, what difference is there between we Ability Users and ordinary people?"
"We could really die..."
"I believe in the Captain's strength, but, the Captain honestly is terrible at protecting people, so..."
"So the Captain will definitely be fine, who dares mess with his whole crazy family anyway?"
"We shouldn't go out at all, we should just wait..."
"..."
The room was very quiet. No one answered him; everyone just continued doing their own thing.
The Drunkard, too, only chuckled after a moment: "Little Gecko, sounds like you really trust Soldier?"
As soon as she spoke, Gecko painfully grabbed his hair.
"But you don't seem that confident either..."
The Drunkard chuckled twice, saying: "If you were truly as confident as you say, you wouldn't be this torn about going out."
Gecko looked somewhat stunned, foolishly raising his head to look at the Drunkard's collagen-rich face:
"Gramps, then... what should we do?"
"..."
Not far from the Special Clean-up Department, in a lonely little building.
The Service Team staff looked on worriedly at Doll sitting quietly on the sofa. Ever since that guy left, Doll had been sitting on the sofa, watching muted TV ads selling goods.
They had heard by now about the events Outside the City, but they hadn't dared tell Doll.
After sitting in silence, in quiet stillness for quite a while.
Doll suddenly turned her head, looking towards the window, towards the drizzling midnight rain outside.
After silently gazing for what seemed like a long time, she suddenly stood up.
She put on her dress herself, put on her Mask, slipped on her shoes, and picked up her umbrella.
After glancing into the room, she also took her dinner, a box of untouched sticky rice cakes, with her.
Then, with light steps, she walked down the stairs.
She wordlessly passed through the empty hall, then walked out into the drizzly night.
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Chapter 405: This Could Be Considered Homework, Right?
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One should study attentively.
It didn't matter whether more and more Flowers of Death surrounded one, nor what was happening out in the Wilderness.
Because that was the attitude to adopt towards studying.
Of course, primarily because Mother was watching nearby.
...
"So, the focus of this study session is to find my position on the steps?"
Lu Xin thought to himself.
No wonder Mother didn't seem very enthusiastic this time; she probably felt this learning opportunity was particularly rare?
The decision for him to ascend the steps had been made during the Third Family Meeting.
Naturally, he had truly put in effort.
He had reviewed the theory of the Seven Steps many times already—surely that counted as good attitude, right?
But Mother seemed to think it wasn't sufficient yet and was urging his studies again...
...Why did it feel a bit like being watched while doing homework?
...
He glanced subtly at Mother, only seeing her gentle, refined smile.
Lu Xin could only see Mother now; the surrounding Flowers of Death, as well as that ethereal and airy singing, seemed blocked off in another world. That sudden, unbearable pain had also abruptly vanished, receding far away from him...
Alright, let's look then...
So he took out his Communicator, found a roundish stone, wiped it clean, and sat down.
After meeting Doctor An from the Research Institute, Lu Xin had learned about the existence of the Seven-Step Theory.
During this period, whenever he had free time, he had begun searching for and reading materials related to the Seven-Step Theory.
However, this Stairway Theory could not be simply summarized like the ABCD levels he had encountered when first learning about Mental Aberrants, nor was it a straightforward matter of seniority based on Psychic Magnitude. It was related to the Thirteen Types of Spiritual Entities, also tied to seven different mutation directions, and moreover, connected to the Ability User's own stability and capability development. It was an intricate, entirely new system on the Mental Plane.
Lu Xin had previously tried studying this system over at Doll's place but managed to put himself to sleep.
This current setting, however, was pretty good—at least falling asleep wasn't an option...
...
Opening the database, Lu Xin searched for "Seven Steps" and once again, that long list of files and materials popped up.
He clicked into the first material, or rather the overview, and continued reading from where he left off:
The First through Seventh Steps, according to this theory, were the stairs leading toward divinity.
An individual who traversed these Seven Steps would reach the pinnacle of the pyramid and become a divine being.
Lu Xin didn't understand the complex and profound theoretical arguments within this theory; he could only first try to scan the parts he could grasp. He sought to understand, from the simplest angle, what each Step represented in terms of change for an Ability User.
According to this theory, each Step had its own set of primary manifestations.
The First Step was Spiritual Mutation.
When ordinary people were affected, leading to mental alienation, they often exhibited two characteristics:
First, an increase in Psychic Magnitude; second, the appearance of a certain mental trait.
This trait would be the core of their power.
Possessing this trait signified that the ordinary person had ascended the First Step, becoming a Mental Aberrant—an Ability User capable of projecting their spiritual power.
The First Stage formed a triangle, with three decisive factors:
First, the trait; second, Psychic Magnitude; third, stability.
Psychic Magnitude determined the trait's effectiveness, the trait influenced the Ability User's stability, and stability, in turn, dictated the level of capability development.
Ability Users in Stage One could range from D to A level.
Within different ability categories, vast disparities could arise due to differences in level.
However, within the theory, they were considered equal.
The D to A level distinction was an ordinary person's perception of them.
Ordinary people possessed only a shallow understanding of Spiritual Mutation, so they tended to focus purely on who could defeat whom and who possessed greater destructive power.
As for S level, that wasn't actually within this category.
Because S level represented an intractable problem, existing on a different plane; it could be described as "The Primordial".
Anything that surpassed the understanding of ordinary people was classified as S level.
...
Lu Xin noted that within this theoretical exposition of Stage One, several files were referenced.
Among them, a link highlighted in red led to a paper concerning conjectures about ability categorization.
As mentioned earlier, after the Crimson Moon Incident, various Mental Aberrants emerged. People quickly realized the situation and began categorizing and summarizing the abilities of these Mutants. Over time, they had documented dozens of distinct ability types.
However, this documentation was far from complete.
No one knew whether other abilities, unseen or unrecorded, still existed beneath the Crimson Moon.
Reliance solely on records to determine the total number of abilities in the world would take an immeasurably long time.
Yet, theoretical deduction allowed for a compelling hypothesis:
All abilities likely originated from the dispersion of Thirteen Types of Spiritual Entities.
These Thirteen Types of Spiritual Entities could each exert seven distinct influences on humans.
These seven influences represented the seven inherent flaws of humanity:
From shallow to deep, they were: Perception, Emotion, Desire, Cognition, Instinct, Memory, and Self.
...
Each Spiritual Entity affecting humans through a different flaw constituted a unique ability.
Therefore, theoretically, there should be 91 distinct abilities in the world.
These 91 abilities formed the first tier of the Stairway Theory.
They were also the foundational layer of this conceptual pyramid.
...
The second tier of the Stairway Theory represented how Ability Users stabilized and enhanced their capabilities.
Most Highwall Cities now possessed methods to strengthen an Ability User's Psychic Magnitude through external means.
However, such enhancement often caused those previously stable on the first tier to experience a Loss of Control or intensified negative effects. Therefore, Ability Users advancing to the Second Stage possessed stability as one of
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