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    Chapter 1

"Xiaoshan, I'm heading out now. Don't lose track of time—don't work too late..."  

The girl across from him stood up from her desk, waved softly at Guanshan, and whispered.  

Under the warm lights, her round cheeks still carried a touch of baby fat, her expression earnest. Her fair skin glowed with a hint of pink, and her dark eyes were bright and clear, reflecting Guanshan's silhouette.  

Her name was Shen Dinghua, a photographer for the local newspaper called the "Hangzhou Evening News."  

Guanshan, on the other hand, was a journalist for the same paper.  

They had grown up together—childhood friends.  

Guanshan didn't even lift his head. "Got it. I'll leave once I finish editing this article."  

Shen Dinghua puffed out her cheeks and leaned closer to him, muttering, "You said that last time too, but when I called you at two in the morning, you were still working... Staying up late isn't good for your health."  

"Don't make it sound like the paper is exploiting me with overtime. I just couldn't sleep at home, so I figured I'd get some unfinished work done."  

Guanshan countered, then grumbled, "And you weren't asleep either! You called me in the middle of the night—what if I'd actually been sleeping? You would've woken me up!"  

"Don't be mean to me..."  

The girl immediately crouched down, hugging her head pitifully, and peeked up at Guanshan with wide, watery eyes. She raised her hands above her head, making two antenna-like fingers and said, "Because your place is right across from mine! All I have to do is pull open the curtains and I can see your bedroom light is still on."  

Guanshan stretched out a finger and flicked her forehead. "You're way too clever."  

"Ow!"  

Startled, she let go of her head and lost her balance, tumbling backward.  

Guanshan's heart skipped a beat. He reached out instinctively, only to have his hand grabbed instead.  

He looked up and saw Shen Dinghua winking at him with a mischievous grin, showing no signs of actually falling over.  

She used the momentum to stand up straight and asked cheerfully, "Xiaoshan, why do you fall for it every single time?"  

Guanshan turned his head away, annoyed. "How should I know!"  

No matter how much she pouted and whined afterward, he refused to respond.  

"Fine then... I really am leaving now. Xiaoshan—don't come home too late, I'll be watching you."  

"Yeah, yeah, I know."  

That's what he said.  

But by the time Guanshan walked out of the office, it was already late.  

The night in Hangzhou wasn't quiet. The city lights and streams of cars formed a second river of stars. The summer breeze carried a trace of coolness.  

"Gurgle~"  

Guanshan rubbed his empty stomach, suddenly realizing he hadn't eaten dinner.  

At this hour, the usual spots he frequented had already closed... Maybe he'd just go home and make some instant noodles?  

He was still debating when a glowing advertisement caught his eye.  

[All-you-can-eat meat buffet, 30 yuan per person. Generous portions, guaranteed to fill you up.]  

Guanshan looked up. A massive sign loomed above—  

"A meat restaurant?" he thought suspiciously. "Never seen this place before. Must be new?"  

It was already past midnight. The streets around him were nearly deserted, yet the restaurant ahead blazed with lights, echoing with boisterous voices.  

The bright lightbox by the door had drawn swarms of moths and mosquitoes, fluttering against the surface. The ground below was littered with their tiny corpses, thick and hard to distinguish in the shadows.  

Through the glass window, he could vaguely see customers devouring their food with heads down. Nearly every table was piled high with heaping plates of meat—some so overloaded they looked like towers. The meats were stewed together, some shapes almost unrecognizable.  

Guanshan sniffed the air. A mouthwatering aroma of meat, heavy with spices, oil, and salt, wafted out—irresistible.  

"So fragrant!"  

The smell was like a hook, plunging straight into his gut, yanking his appetite out by force.  

The place didn't look particularly hygienic, and the price was suspiciously low... but the aroma—he was starving!  

"Gulp."  

Guanshan swallowed. His nose and mouth were flooded with the sizzling scent of meat, and his stomach stirred violently. His body was responding on instinct—his stomach acids and saliva surged.  

Hunger overwhelmed his brain, leaving only one thought.  

So fragrant... so hungry... I want to eat.  

Eat, eat, eat...  

By the time Guanshan snapped out of it, he'd already pushed open the glass door and stepped inside.  

The moment he entered, the noisy chatter from outside vanished.  

Only the sounds of chewing, swallowing, and clinking dishes remained, forming a chaotic backdrop. No one spoke. Every customer was buried in their plates, gnawing ravenously at their meat.  

A smiling waiter approached. "Welcome, sir. How many in your party?"  

"Just one."  

Guanshan swallowed again. The meat aroma in the air made his stomach churn—he had no energy to pay attention to anything else.  

He paid, spotted an empty seat, and made his way over.  

As he squeezed between two tables, he accidentally bumped into a plate.  

"Clatter!"  

He looked down. A piece of fatty intestine had fallen to the floor.  

A glistening layer of fat spilled out from the cut end, and under the warm lights, he could faintly see red streaks running through it.  

"Oh! Sorry!"  

Guanshan quickly apologized, but the middle-aged office worker at the table didn't even lift his head. His clothes were stained, but he didn't care—he just kept shoving meat into his mouth, making low, animalistic grunts as he chewed.  

Seeing that, Guanshan scratched his head awkwardly and chose not to bother him further. He continued to his table.  

He sat down, swallowed again, and waited for the waiter to bring his meal.  

While waiting, he pulled out his phone and messaged Shen Dinghua via Penguin.  

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: "New buffet near the office seems pretty good. Want to try it next time?"  

[Ruixiang]: "You're working this late again [○｀Д○]!"  

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: "It's not late! It's not even midnight yet. Nightlife's just getting started."  

[Ruixiang]: "Excuses! Hmph. Good thing I waited up—I made you some goji berry, red date, and snow fungus soup. Come home and drink it! ヽ(`Д)！"  

[Ruixiang]: "Also, what buffet? There's no new restaurant near the office."  

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: "It's called the Meat Restaurant. Just turn left across from the office."  

[Ruixiang]: "?"  

[Ruixiang]: "It's still that closed-down SX Snack Shop. I was there today taking street shots and even took a photo—there's no buffet. Are you sure you didn't get it wrong?"  

She sent a photo. It was clear, timestamped today, and showed the exact spot where Guanshan had seen the lightbox.  

The box in the photo read "Fried Noodles, Fried Rice..." and behind it stood the shuttered SX Snack Shop.  

Guanshan's pupils shrank. A chill ran down his spine.  

If this had always been SX Snack Shop... then where was he now?!  

Thud.  

A heavy tray was placed in front of him with a dull thump.  

Startled, Guanshan looked up.  

The waiter smiled. "Enjoy your meal, sir."  

"Th-thank you..."  

He forced a smile, trying to convince himself he was just overthinking. The waiter seemed perfectly normal.  

Then he froze.  

A mechanical voice echoed in his ears, and lines of text appeared before his eyes.  

[Host requirements met. Horror Game Simulator initializing... Initialization complete.]  

[This simulator triggers random horror game scenarios based on environment. All effects are realistic. Please ensure personal safety during gameplay. Enjoy.]  

[Note: All items and scenes generated during simulation are virtual. Do not take them as real.]  

[Scene scan complete. Loading horror game...]  

[Horror Game Generated: Meat Restaurant]  

[Loading storyline. Please wait...]  

[Status Bar, Inventory Bar, and Item Bar unlocked.]  

A flash filled his vision, and a simple game interface appeared.  

Top left—health bar and stamina bar.  

Bottom left—four empty inventory slots.  

Guanshan looked up—his gaze happened to land just past the waiter's shoulder, into the kitchen beyond.  

Through the half-open door, he spotted a chef chopping meat slowly—thud, thud.  

The chef's figure was enormous. By Guanshan's estimate, easily over two meters tall. His bloated body barely fit in the cramped kitchen, like an elephant stuffed into a fridge.  

The chef raised his hand and hung the freshly chopped meat on a hook beside him.  

But that wasn't meat...  

It was unmistakably a human hand.




  

    Chapter 2

"Captain, another victim just appeared! We're running out of time! When are we going to move in?"

"If this keeps up, more innocent people are going to die!"

Lin Shuman hid in the corner of the restaurant, her expression grim as she reported to her superior while watching Guanshan take a seat at the adjacent table.

She wore a headset crafted by a C-rank psychic from the Special Trait Division—allowing her to transmit messages telepathically.

This conversation would go completely undetected by the two D-rank psychics inside the restaurant.

Her targets tonight were precisely those two D-rank psychics currently impersonating the restaurant's chef and waiter—Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin.

Both of them were Flesh-Type psychics. One specialized in enhancement, the other in mutation.

As textbook antisocial personality criminals, they had only one goal behind their actions: self-indulgence.

Lure, control, kill.

In just one week, they had already taken dozens of lives.

Lin Shuman, a member of the Special Security Operations Team, had been dispatched undercover due to her unique disguise-related abilities.

Captain Lin Wu's voice came through her earpiece. "Hold your position. These two have unusual abilities. The experts are still analyzing. If we rush in blindly, we might cause even more casualties."

Lin Shuman took a deep breath. "Understood..."

She looked toward the waiter, who had just served Guanshan a plate of meat—its ingredients unknown, but its color dangerously appetizing.

One bite was all it took. Anyone who ate it would be parasitized and turned into their puppet.

Damn it... another innocent about to be sacrificed?

——

The piece of meat hanging from the hook had delicate palm lines, slender joints, and five fingers painted with red nail polish.

——It was unmistakably a woman's hand!

Guanshan froze in place.

A hallucination?

"How could this be a hallucination?!"

"What the hell is wrong with this Horror Game Simulator? Care to explain what 'ensure personal safety during gameplay' means? This game kills people?!"

"I was just eating dinner—how did it turn into a horror movie?!"

"What the hell is going on?!"

Though his mind was in chaos, Guanshan kept a calm exterior, relying on his instincts as a seasoned journalist.

Because he knew very well—in horror films, screaming in a scenario like this only led to one outcome.

So, with great effort, he forced himself to look away from the still-dripping hand.

But before he could collect his thoughts, a foul, gut-wrenching stench slammed into his nose.

It was like... stepping into a slaughterhouse. The putrid odor of organs and rotting meat fermenting together for months!

"Urgh!"

Guanshan's face twisted in disgust. He instinctively covered his mouth and nose, nearly vomiting.

He looked down, his pupils contracting instantly.

There was only one thing he could be certain of—

This meat was absolutely not from an animal.

Guanshan's face turned pale, his body trembling. His reaction drew the attention of the waiter, who had just been about to leave.

The waiter politely turned back, leaned down, and asked, "Sir, is there something I can help you with?"

Guanshan felt like he was suffocating. The waiter's pleasant voice snapped him back, and he quickly pointed at the plate of unidentifiable meat. "This..."

But as he looked up, he was met with a grotesque face—composed entirely of writhing chunks of meat!

As the waiter spoke, the greasy, rotting flesh on her face squirmed like living creatures, pressing and grinding against each other with a sickening squelch.

Shit!

The waiter's face was barely twenty centimeters away. The sheer horror of it made Guanshan's eyelids twitch—he nearly jumped out of his seat.

He took back everything he'd thought earlier. Hell no, this waiter was anything but normal!

Even more terrifying than the chef in the kitchen!

So this was what the Horror Game Simulator did? It turned everything he saw into part of the game?

But this game was way too realistic!

Guanshan fought to keep his expression neutral. He swallowed hard, trying to calm his ragged breathing and racing heart.

Stay calm. Stay calm.

In a situation like this, even the slightest crack would mean death.

Steeling himself, Guanshan clenched his jaw and forced himself to meet the thing's eyes—whatever it was—with unwavering resolve.

He couldn't afford to show weakness.

"N-no, cough, no problem! I just had a sudden allergy flare-up. Old issue, nothing serious, ha ha ha, totally nothing to worry about!"

Swallowing down the bile rising in his throat, Guanshan mustered the professional smile of a veteran journalist.

"Are you sure you're okay? I thought I saw you pointing at your plate just now. Is there something you'd like to say?"

"If there's anything that's not to your satisfaction, please let us know—we're always happy to improve!"

As the waiter spoke cheerfully, a glistening eyeball suddenly bloomed from the rotting flesh on her face like a flower—complete with slime and optic nerves. It rotated a few times, locking onto Guanshan.

It seemed to be analyzing his expression.

"Oh, that was just... I thought I saw a spice that triggers my allergy in the meat, but on closer inspection, it wasn't. Probably just some dust from the road acting up."

Guanshan kept smiling professionally, not a single crack in his composure.

"Sorry to bother you. I'll let you get back to your work!"

The eye on the waiter's face slithered out like a snake and hovered just centimeters away from Guanshan's own eyes, darting around as if scanning him.

His heart pounded like thunder. Cold sweat soaked his back.

Any longer and he'd lose it...

Thankfully, after about two or three seconds, the waiter withdrew the eye.

Still smiling, she said, "Then I won't disturb your meal. But if anything comes up, do let us know—we pride ourselves on our service here."

Guanshan watched her walk away, finally exhaling a long breath. His entire body nearly collapsed from the tension.

It was only then that he noticed—aside from the game interface in front of him, there were now two lines of text and a health bar floating above the waitress's head.

[[Meat Nest] Waitress (lv.6)]

[HP: 400]

[Description: Where is she? She's everywhere.]

"Level? Health bar? A monster! That waitress is a monster!"

A sudden realization hit Guanshan like lightning. "So it really is the Horror Game Simulator causing all this!"

"It simulated a scene based on reality... and now I have to fight monsters in it!"

Then, the mechanical voice echoed in his ears again.

[Storyline loading complete!]

[Late at night, you step into a mysterious meat buffet. Beneath the warm, bright lights, the meat in the pot isn't meat... and the people in the restaurant... aren't people.]

[Beginner Tip: Observe your surroundings carefully. Use items to eliminate enemies—the more you kill, the higher your score, the better your reward!]

[*Note: Only by killing the final BOSS can the simulation be ended!]

"Items in the scene?"

Guanshan latched onto that keyword.

He scanned his surroundings—and sure enough, noticed a strange glow under one of the nearby tables.

When he focused on it, a string of information popped up instantly.

[Glock 17]

[Magazine Capacity: 17/17]

[Attack Power: 50]

[Description: A common handgun you can find anywhere. Biubiubiu~]

"Biubiubiu my ass... What's with the sass? And 'common'? Isn't that a bit of a stretch?"

Guanshan couldn't help mentally complaining, but still felt a little relieved seeing the gun lying just a meter away.

As long as there were weapons and health bars, he could work with it!

At least it meant this simulator was more Resident Evil than Outlast...

"So then..."

His eyes gleamed as his gaze shifted toward the kitchen, where a hulking mountain of meat shuddered with every dull chop.

"That final BOSS... must be that thing."

[BOSS [Butcher] Chef (lv.8)]

[HP: 1200]

[Description: Alive, it's a person. Dead, it's meat.]

Guanshan's jaw dropped. "That's one hell of a health bar! Triple the waitress's HP! Can I really take it down with just a handgun? Or are there more items I haven't found yet..."

He quickly refocused, scanning every corner for any other useful clues.

As for himself... nothing much to say. Just a vanilla lv.1.

Most of the customers in view had now acquired the title [Carnivore], turning into level 1 to level 3 monsters.

The system also prompted that leveling up was possible through killing monsters.

"This restaurant isn't that big. The moment I make a move, that waitress is bound to notice."

"Right now, the only option is to maneuver toward other areas, farm some monsters to level up, and see if I can find more items."

"That's the only way!"

Guanshan took a deep breath, marked the positions of the nearby level-1 Carnivores, and the moment the waitress turned her back, he dove beneath the adjacent dining table.

His hand shot out.

And seized the handgun!




  

    Chapter 3

In the corner of the restaurant, Lin Shuman was deep in conversation with the Captain, Lin Wu.

"Xiaoman, I'll repeat the intel one more time."

"Zhao Hong's flesh enhancement path is purely focused on 'amplification.' The strength and metabolic rate of all his cells have been dramatically increased, giving him tremendous power and regeneration. However, the excessive proliferation of nerve cells has also heightened his pain sensitivity, and his mind is somewhat unstable."

"He's not easy to take on head-to-head, but his movements are sluggish. You can try kiting him. As long as you can land a hit on his eyes or other vital points, you can cause damage that won't heal for a short while."

"But Fang Minmin is much easier to deal with."

"Her ability is rated below C-level. It's a combination of Flesh-Type and trait-based mental control. According to expert analysis of blood samples from rescued survivors, her ability only works within a limited range. And once her main body dies, the control is lifted."

"So your top priority isn't to kill them—but to lure the two of them out of the restaurant into the ambush zone... then we'll rescue the people under her control."

"Understood?"

Lin Shuman took a deep breath and nodded firmly. "Understood!"

Lin Wu lowered his voice. "Good. Begin the operation!"

Lin Shuman drew the handgun from behind her thigh, closed her eyes briefly, let her gaze go slack, and slowly rose from her seat, making her way toward the kitchen.

Strangely, the waitress Fang Minmin, who had been patrolling the restaurant the whole time, didn't seem to notice her. Even when her gaze swept directly over her, she simply carried on walking as if Lin Shuman didn't exist.

This was Lin Shuman's trait-based ability—"No Presence."

It might sound absurd, but it was an extremely rare and powerful cognition-altering type of ability.

However, due to her currently low mental strength, activating it came with strict conditions.

Ordinary people wouldn't notice her at all, but fellow ability users were more problematic.

If they sensed her gaze or heard a sound, they might still detect her presence.

So, she had to be extremely cautious.

There would only be one chance to seriously injure Zhao Hong!

If she could enrage him, she'd have a one hundred percent chance of luring him out.

And since Fang Minmin had always followed Zhao Hong's lead, if he left, she'd definitely follow.

Inside the kitchen, the Butcher was removing a severed arm hanging nearby—an arm that had obviously once belonged to Fang Minmin. He chopped it up and mixed it into the meat dishes being prepared for the guests.

Chop. Chop. Chop. Chop...

The sound of cleaving meat drew closer, accompanied by the Butcher's heavy, rasping breaths, making Lin Shuman break out in goosebumps. Her nerves were stretched to their limit.

Silhouettes moved in the flickering kitchen light, looming as though they might turn around at any moment.

Lin Shuman raised her gun.

But just then, Zhao Hong suddenly seemed to notice something. He spun around sharply.

Lin Shuman instinctively dove and rolled under a nearby table.

Cold sweat broke out all over her body.

But Zhao Hong only muttered something, then waved his hand to shoo away a nonexistent mosquito.

"Whew..."

Lin Shuman let out a long sigh. That was close... way too close...

"Huh? That guy?"

Just as she was about to stand up again, she noticed the young man sitting nearby—the last customer to enter the restaurant before her operation began.

"Strange. The meat on his table hasn't been touched... Did he not eat any?"

Lin Shuman blinked.

Ordinary people affected by Fang Minmin's ability should've developed an uncontrollable craving for her flesh.

Yet this young man hadn't taken a single bite.

Just as the thought crossed her mind, the young man glanced around furtively—then suddenly lunged toward her.

"Eh?"

Lin Shuman was completely caught off guard. The move came so unexpectedly that she didn't even have time to react.

She instinctively raised her gun.

But in the very next instant, the man slapped it out of her hands and took it!

"...Eh?! Eh?! Eh?! Eh?!"

——

Guanshan reached out toward the glowing dot and, sure enough, grabbed hold of a handgun. It automatically slotted into his equipment inventory.

He had no idea why there was a handgun in a restaurant, but who cared?

Isn't it common sense in horror games for weapons and ammo to be everywhere?

Just like he'd predicted:

The moment he left his seat, the waitress immediately noticed the disturbance. She whipped around and let out an unearthly scream.

"Aaaaah—!!!"

The dark, slimy purple-black chunks of flesh on her face suddenly split open. Dozens of eyeballs thrashed wildly, all zeroing in on Guanshan!

All the other customers in the restaurant raised their heads, revealing faces twisted and grotesque, covered in spiderwebs of black veins.

Inside the kitchen, the chopping abruptly stopped. The next moment, an inhuman roar rang out as an entire wall shattered and collapsed.

Boom!

A massive shadow forced its way out of the cramped kitchen, instantly crushing all the nearby diners into pulp.

The bloated face, stitched together from rolls of flesh, was riddled with tiny writhing tendrils. They writhed madly, making the bloodshot, murderous scarlet eyes beneath them look even more horrifying.

The chef—standing a full three meters tall—locked eyes directly with Guanshan the moment he emerged.

"ROAR!"

With a thunderous roar, the tumors and tendrils all over his body began writhing along with him. He gripped a boning knife in one hand and thundered forward, each step cracking the floor—like a living steamroller barreling straight at him!

"Holy shit holy shit holy shit holy shit!"

Guanshan's scalp went numb, and every hair on his body stood on end.

He didn't dare stop for even a second. Sprinting for his life, he trembled as he raised the gun toward the surrounding minor monsters.

The moment he lifted it, a targeting interface appeared in his vision. The crosshair tracked his gaze.

As long as he locked eyes with an enemy, the gun's aim would follow—and weak points would be highlighted when focusing on a target.

Auto-aim! Thank God!

This game might actually be playable after all!

"Bang! Bang! Bang!"

Three consecutive shots, three clean headshots.

The newly risen, staggering customers dropped dead instantly.

Each level-1 customer monster had 75 HP. The handgun had an attack power of 50, so normally it would take two shots.

But with critical hits to vital points, it only took one bullet to kill them.

[EXP +50] [EXP +50] [EXP +50]

[Lv.1 → Lv.2]

[Current EXP: 50/200]

[Current HP: 100 → 200]

"Level up!"

Guanshan was ecstatic. A strange warmth surged through his body, and he instantly felt lighter and stronger.

But that tiny boost was still nowhere near enough.

The monstrous behemoth behind him was still roaring and giving chase, getting closer by the second.

Guanshan continued his desperate, tightrope-like circling maneuver, dodging at the limit while taking potshots at the level-2 and level-3 monsters. The surge of EXP pushed him all the way to level 5.

[Current EXP: 150/500]

[Current HP: 400 → 500]

Watching his health and stamina bars visibly lengthen made Guanshan feel like his odds of survival had just gone up.

But at that moment, he realized he only had five bullets left.

Suddenly, he spotted something—a faint white glow near the corpses of the fallen monsters.

Drops!

His eyes lit up. He was just about to check it out when a cold chill ran down his spine.

Guanshan instinctively turned his head. In the corner of his eye, a gleaming blade was racing straight toward him!




  

    Chapter 4

"Crap!"

Guanshan's heart clenched. He immediately rolled to the side.

"Swish! Boom!"

The chef roared and swung his cleaver down, the blade howling through the air as it sliced a nearby table—and the unfortunate patron sitting there—clean in half. The force of the strike didn't stop there; it tore up the floor as well, sending splinters and debris flying in all directions.

Thanks to his significantly enhanced physique, Guanshan reacted in the nick of time and managed to dodge the blow.

But the next moment, the chef's grotesque shoulder—bulging with twisted tumors and writhing tentacles—suddenly sprouted a third arm. It lashed toward him like a whip, so fast it left an afterimage.

"Boom——"

It felt like getting rammed by a mammoth.

His vision spun as it was swallowed by a dark crimson haze. His HP bar plummeted by roughly a quarter.

He rolled several times across the floor before scrambling to his feet, coughing.

He wiped his mouth—blood.

But... it didn't hurt?

[This simulator is designed for entertainment purposes, providing a realistic experience with a guaranteed pain-free environment.]

A mechanical voice chimed in at just the right moment.

"How fucking considerate of you!"

Guanshan cursed as he stumbled to his feet and scrambled toward the corner, scooping up any glowing white drops along the way.

Even though there was no pain, the physical damage remained.

His left arm and right calf were likely fractured, and he was having trouble breathing—probably internal injuries.

Still, getting knocked away like that had at least bought him some distance from the boss.

Taking the chance, Guanshan quickly checked the loot info—and was overjoyed.

"These freaks actually drop healing items?!"

[Flesh-Entwined Parasites ×3]  

[Effect: Gradually restores HP]  

[Description: A lump of bizarre, foul-smelling connective tissue, seemingly extracted from someone's body. It pulses with stubborn vitality.]

The thing looked... indescribably gross.

But desperate times called for desperate measures. Guanshan gritted his teeth and swallowed one whole.

"Thank god it's tasteless, but the texture's godawful..."

He watched his HP bar start ticking upward—ten points at a time, about one tick per second.

Physically, that translated to wounds knitting closed, his arm and leg quickly enveloped in white light and beginning to heal.

"This is what they call slow recovery? It's not slow at all!"

"If this is the 'slow' version, what kind of god-tier effect does a fast healing item have?"

Relieved and slightly excited, he turned back toward the chef and fired two shots at its eyes.

But the monster simply bunched up the surrounding fat and tentacles around its face, forming a makeshift meat shield. The bullets sank in without a sound.

Two pitiful "-30" damage numbers floated up, making Guanshan's heart sink.

"Damn, this guy's defense is crazy. Unless I hit a weak point, I can't deal any meaningful damage."

"I've only got three bullets left. If I can't disable him somehow, I'm dead. And there's still that waitress lurking around like a vulture..."

"I can't just sit around waiting to die!"

Guanshan took a deep breath, steadied himself, and raised his gun.

"There's no such thing as an invincible boss. There has to be a weak point he can't protect."

"Nothing obvious on the surface... which means I'll have to rely on the simulator's prompts."

But in order to trigger the prompt, he had to "stare" at the target—which meant locking his gaze for long enough.

And that also meant... facing the boss head-on!

——

Under the table, Lin Shuman was completely stunned.

That man who had snatched her gun had immediately drawn attention from Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin—and the first thing he did was fire three shots, each one a headshot.

She watched in horror as the heads of three patrons exploded in a spray of blood and brain matter.

Any previous thought she had that he might be an ally instantly crumbled.

Someone who could gun down mind-controlled civilians without hesitation—there was no way he was with the Special Security Division!

Especially since their mission's top priority was to rescue the "hostages" in the restaurant.

But the way he moved and shot—precise, decisive, and deadly—he was clearly highly trained. Maybe a soldier, or someone from the darker corners of society.

Could he be a mercenary who hunted low-tier espers for cash?

Or perhaps... a member of that esper organization that recently surfaced in Binjiang City—"Killer Bees"?

Not far away, Zhao Hong let out a roar. His muscles swelled to monstrous proportions, turning him into a demonic mass of muscle. Gripping a boning knife, he charged the young man.

But the latter danced through the restaurant, picking off patrons with increasing speed and deadly accuracy.

Each gunshot marked another death.

Lin Wu's voice crackled through her earpiece. "Xiaoman, I hear gunfire. Did you make your move? Which side are you coming out from? I'll have the team ready to cover you!"

Lin Shuman hurriedly replied, "It's not me!"

Lin Wu: "What? What's going on?"

Lin Shuman stammered, "The last customer who came in ten minutes ago—he took my gun! He's fighting Zhao Hong now, but he's also killing hostages!"

Lin Wu's voice dropped into a grave tone. "Stay calm. Are you saying he could be a third-party operative?"

"Yes!"

"I pulled his file. His name is Guanshan—a reporter. Nothing seems off on paper... but he could've been replaced."

Lin Wu, far more experienced in handling emergencies, immediately shifted strategy. "His main target is Zhao Hong, and you haven't been exposed yet, right?"

Lin Shuman nodded. "Right."

"Good."

Lin Wu said, "Your new mission—kill Fang Minmin."

Lin Shuman's eyes widened. "But, Older Brother..."

"Xiaoman, trust me."

Lin Wu's voice softened. "Fang Minmin is less aggressive than Zhao Hong. Now that he's occupied by this third party, the biggest threat is out of the picture. This is your best shot to take her out."

"Once the hostages are freed from her control, we'll have full operational freedom."

"So use your ability—and kill her."

"Understood?"

Lin Wu's decisions were never up for debate. Lin Shuman took a deep breath. "Understood!"

Time was critical. She cautiously peeked out, then began moving toward Fang Minmin, who was still manipulating the patrons nearby. She drew her dagger.

Her ability ensured she wouldn't be noticed, and her training and specialized combat gear gave her the power to kill.

The rest... should be easy.

She circled behind Fang Minmin, dagger poised.

At that moment, she noticed Guanshan—who had been kiting the enemy—suddenly freeze mid-movement, as if something had caught his attention.

Zhao Hong sneered and surged forward, unleashing his full strength. His punch slammed into Guanshan and sent him flying.

"Crack!"

The dull whoosh of a fist was followed by the unmistakable crunch of breaking bones.

Lin Shuman's heart sank.

Even though Zhao Hong was only a D-rank, a full-power strike from a pure Flesh-Type esper could shatter alloy plating—let alone a human body.

Judging from his earlier performance, Guanshan was probably just a well-trained civilian.

That punch likely put him out of commission...

Without him to stall Zhao Hong, it would be nearly impossible to assassinate Fang Minmin now.

Gritting her teeth, Lin Shuman lunged at Fang Minmin's exposed back, aiming straight for her throat.

Just then, she saw something that made her blood run cold.

Guanshan, after tumbling across the floor several times, got up as if nothing had happened—still cursing, still moving at full speed.

Even more disturbingly, he suddenly darted toward a corpse, shoved his hand into its skull, and pulled out a pulsating, tendril-covered organ—like an underdeveloped heart.

Then... he swallowed it.

Her pupils contracted. She couldn't believe what she was seeing.

"What the hell...? What did he just do?! What was that thing?!"

But those questions flashed through her mind for only a split second—her dagger had already sliced through Fang Minmin's throat.

It went startlingly smoothly.

Fang Minmin's corpse collapsed at her feet.

But Lin Shuman suddenly felt a chill crawl up her spine.

If the patrons' brains had turned into... those things...

Then maybe, right from the start, there had never been any hostages.

Maybe they'd all been replaced by tissue from Fang Minmin's body!

But the truly terrifying realization was this—

They'd already "rescued" over a dozen of these "hostages" and had been keeping them at the research facility for weeks.

During that time, the lab experts—and every member of their Third Squad—had been in constant contact with these Fang Minmin parasites.

She lifted her head.

All around her, the restaurant patrons had—at some point unbeknownst to her—turned to face her. Their faces wore eerie, identical smiles as they spoke in unison:

"Xiaoman, did you kill Fang Minmin? Why aren't you saying anything?"

Their voices overlapped perfectly with the one in her earpiece.

——It was Lin Wu's voice.

(To be continued)




  

    Chapter 5

"A trap! This is a trap!"

Lin Shuman instantly realized what was happening. She raised the dagger in her hand, slowly backing away as she stared at the approaching restaurant patrons, her voice trembling. "What did you do to my brother? What did you do to the research facility?!"

"I've named my ability 'Desire Virus.'"

"Besides triggering an uncontrollable craving for my body in others, its most powerful function is to parasitize the host and take over their mind—turning them into another vessel for me."

"The only catch is that it needs to lie dormant in the host's body for three months—sounds long, doesn't it?"

'Lin Wu' chuckled darkly through the earpiece, like a devil whispering from the void. "Too bad for you. It's been exactly three months since you captured my first parasite."

"And on the very first day, that parasite infected over twenty people. In a sealed environment like the research facility, can you imagine how fast it spread? Hahahahaha..."

The laughter grew louder, and it seemed 'Lin Wu' had switched the earpiece to public broadcast mode.

A chaotic mix of fighting and gunfire erupted from the other end, signaling that the Third Squad and the affiliated research facility had fallen.

Lin Shuman's heart sank into the abyss.

She was now utterly alone.

The so-called support team waiting outside to assist her had been a lie all along.

She continued retreating inch by inch, gritting her teeth to suppress her fear, trying to buy time. "So this whole operation—from planning to execution—has been under your control from the start. The few uninfected are just clowns to you now."

A female patron stepped forward with Fang Minmin's voice, smiling eerily as she approached. "That's right. However, because Lin Wu resisted so fiercely, even sealing off parts of his consciousness, I couldn't fully access his memories. It wasn't until just before the mission that I realized your ability was to eliminate your presence."

"The invisible you... became the only unpredictable variable."

She paused for a beat and then added, "At least, you were."

Lin Shuman's pupils contracted. She understood the plan now.

"So you tricked me into making a frontal assault? As long as you spotted me, my ability would be rendered useless."

Fang Minmin's smile twisted into something sinister. "No need to stall with small talk. The research facility is already completely under my control."

"You carry only a handgun with specialized bullets and a dagger—no other weapons. Because for your ability to work, your body mass must stay under 50 kilograms."

"And your gun... that guy took it from you."

The patrons closed in, their eyes gleaming like wolves eyeing prey.

Lin Shuman kept backing up until she bumped into a table. She swallowed hard and shouted, "You know he took my gun. Aren't you afraid he'll kill your husband?!"

According to the records, Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin were a couple even before awakening their abilities.

Zhao Hong had always taken the lead in their relationship.

That's why the original plan had banked on luring Zhao Hong away—because Fang Minmin was guaranteed to follow him.

But Fang Minmin's smile only grew brighter. She stepped forward and grabbed Lin Shuman by the throat, slowly tightening her grip.

"Even if I don't know where that lunatic came from, do you really think a few bullets could kill a pure flesh-enhancement ability user?"

She had a clear view of the chaos earlier. That meddler clearly had no ability.

With Zhao Hong's strength, just a few punches would've been enough to turn him into a pile of minced meat.

Even more laughable—he had voluntarily swallowed her Parasites. With that many, all it would take was a single thought from her and... and...

Nothing happened.

Fang Minmin's smile froze, replaced by disbelief. "Impossible! My Parasites... why aren't they responding?!"

The very thing that had allowed her to remain calm this whole time had suddenly failed her.

A wave of unease surged through her as she whipped around.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Gunshots rang out.

The chef—built like a mountain of meat—let out a pained howl and collapsed.

——

"Roar—!"

The roaring mass of flesh lunged forward in the targeting interface, moving with impossible speed.

Inside the chef's gaping mouth—split all the way to the jawbone—spiraled rows of teeth descended straight into the throat. Rotting meat clung to them, clearly visible, and even the stench seemed to hit instantly.

Tables and chairs splintered like twigs in his path. He was a black storm ready to crush the city—so terrifying it made the skin crawl.

In just three seconds, the chef charged while growling, eyes brimming with pure malice and intent to kill.

Five meters. Three meters. One meter!

He raised his thick arm, swinging a boning knife nearly a meter long. The blade gleamed like a hanging moon—

Guanshan's heart pounded like a drum, about to burst from his chest. His hands trembled.

In that near-frozen moment, he finally saw it—the chef's weak point marked in red.

A flash of silver light fell toward Guanshan's head!

Bang!

A gunshot.

A spray of blood mist erupted.

"Graaagh—!"

The chef howled in agony. His grip on the knife loosened, and it clattered to the ground. He clutched his bleeding lower body in pain.

Bang! Bang!

Guanshan didn't spare any sympathy for a horror game boss that nearly killed him. He immediately fired two more shots.

Blood gushed like a waterfall... painful even to look at.

But Guanshan's eyes gleamed with joy as he watched the floating "-300", "-300", "-100" damage numbers.

"Focusing on one spot has limited effect, but dropping from 1200 HP to 500? That's insane!"

He'd just nearly peed himself in fear—but now, the tables had turned.

Strike while the iron's hot!

He stuffed the handgun into his backpack and bent down to grab the boning knife.

[Oversized Boning Knife]  

[Attack Power: 100]  

[Description: A specially customized blade far larger than standard knives. Once used to skin a lamb, and the bloodstains could never be washed off.]

"Guess I've got a new weapon!"

The simulator auto-equipped it and adjusted his stance.

"With a fixed attack power of 100, if I get lucky with a crit, I might be able to end this in one strike!"

Guanshan was thrilled, victory within reach. He walked up to the chef, who was still moaning on the floor.

He flexed his now fully healed arm, raised the cleaver, and aimed it at the chef's exposed, red-marked neck.

Guanshan took a deep breath. Killing a humanoid monster wasn't the same as slaughtering chickens.

When the moment came, it wasn't easy to go through with it.

He had to hype himself up. "Nothing to be afraid of... it'll be over quickly."

"It's just a game."

To get better leverage, he stomped on the chef's grotesque jaw, forcing it shut. Then he drove the blade down.

-400!

Critical hit!

The chef's final struggles weakened. His eyes widened, gasping in ragged "huh huh" breaths.

"Still alive?"

Guanshan prepared to strike again—

But just then, a high-pitched screech pierced the air.

The patrons suddenly went berserk, scrambling toward him on all fours.

One of the waiters' entire face peeled open like an unzipped mask.

The skin fell to the ground, revealing multiple tentacles and a giant central eyeball that now composed its entire being.

The tentacles—lined with countless eyes—crawled forward like spider legs. With shrill screeches, they rushed toward him in seconds. The scene was pure sanity-drain.

Guanshan flinched, nearly stepping back. "Knew it... the final boss always summons adds. Tch, annoying."

But now his level was higher than these grunts, and his gear had improved too.

He had the boss underfoot—why fear the small fry?

"Roar—!"

The nearest patron opened its mouth and lunged at Guanshan.

Inside, countless tiny tentacles writhed wildly, revealing its inhuman nature.

Guanshan swung the boning knife upward.

Squelch!

The blade pierced clean through the creature's jaw, exiting through the top of its head. A critical hit—he skewered the level 3 patron like a kebab.

[EXP +150]

Guanshan kicked the lifeless corpse aside, knocking several other patrons away in the process.

Among them were probably some unlucky level 1s. They slammed into the floor headfirst and died on the spot.

[EXP +50]

"Wow, they're so squishy once you outlevel them."

Guanshan's eyes sparkled. These minor enemies suddenly looked like walking EXP.

And since they all crowded together without much intelligence, he gauged the angle, planted his stance, and spun.

The boning knife easily sliced through the bellies of several patrons, blood spilling everywhere.

[EXP +100] [EXP +50] [EXP +50] [EXP +150]

[Lv.5 → Lv.6]  

[Current EXP: 200/600]  

[Current HP: 600]

As the level-up chime rang in Guanshan's ears, the waiter lunged directly at him.

Seeing the "Lv.6, HP: 400" indicator floating above her head, Guanshan exhaled, shoved aside the pile of corpses blocking his path, and strode forward without dodging.  

"All right—your turn."  

He murmured and brought his blade down. Blood dripped from the knife's edge.  

[EXP +50]  

"Huh? That's it?"  

Guanshan blinked, then noticed a flicker in the crowd of patrons—someone's figure shimmered, suddenly transforming into the waiter, complete with her identifying icon.

He recalled the description under her entry—"She is everywhere."

"So she has a duplication ability!"  

Enlightened, Guanshan glanced around. "Looks like I'll have to wipe out every last one of these small fry."  

——  

Lin Shuman slumped to the ground, coughing violently, clutching her throat. It took her a while to catch her breath.

She staggered to her feet, only to be greeted by a field of corpses.

Not far away, Guanshan was beheading yet another patron—no, they were Parasites—and tossing the headless body aside with a mutter, "Not this one either."

Then he moved on to the next.

With every kill, he murmured something under his breath.

"Not this one... not that one... still not it..."

Lin Shuman's heart pounded in terror. She quickly covered her mouth and hid in a corner.

Suddenly, her earpiece crackled to life. Lin Wu's voice—weak but urgent—came through: "Xiaoman! Xiaoman! What's your status?! Reinforcements have arrived. Fang Minmin's control over the non-fully-parasitized has been lifted. Evacuate the restaurant immediately—a violent purge is about to begin!"

"Okay... got it!"

Lin Shuman took a deep breath and nodded hard.

She quickly noticed that the Parasite Fang Minmin had used earlier was now dead. Though she still couldn't be sure whether the Lin Wu speaking was the real one, she knew one thing for certain—she needed to get out of the restaurant, fast.

Zhao Hong, meanwhile, was barely clinging to life. His gaze had grown dim but still burned with desperate will.

So... was Guanshan trying to find Fang Minmin's real body?

Lin Shuman looked at Zhao Hong's bloodshot, wide-open eyes, filled with despair, then at the blood-soaked figure moving through the carnage, killing step by step.

A shiver ran down her spine.

Suddenly, she realized—maybe this wasn't just about survival.

Maybe he was tormenting Zhao Hong.

Right before the husband's eyes, he was calmly, methodically seeking out the wife's true form—so he could kill her.

What could be more agonizing than that?

Could this be revenge for that earlier punch?

But by now, Guanshan had searched nearly the entire restaurant. Only two living enemies remained. All the loot had been picked clean. And still, he hadn't found the waiter's true body.

He paused for a moment, then suddenly turned to stare at the dying chef.

"Eliminate all impossibilities, and whatever remains must be the truth."

Guanshan walked over and delivered the final blow.

[EXP +1200]  

[Lv.7 → Lv.8]  

[Current EXP: 450/800]  

[Current HP: 800]

The chef's eyes went completely lifeless. At that exact moment, his chest began to writhe violently. Countless tentacles burst forth, spreading in all directions.

But they only made it halfway before withering, turning into blackened husks that crumbled into ash.

At the center of the chef's body had been the waiter's "flesh nest."

[EXP +600]  

[Lv.8 → Lv.9]  

[Current EXP: 250/900]  

[Current HP: 900]  

[Final Boss Defeated]  

[Simulation Complete. This scenario will now be destroyed. Please evacuate immediately.]  

[Countdown: 00:59]




  

    Chapter 6

Boom!

Guanshan had just dashed out of the alley when a deafening explosion erupted behind him.

He spun around just in time to see roaring flames burst outward from the restaurant, shattering every glass window in an instant.

The fire, fanned by the wind, spread rapidly, thick smoke engulfing the building in the blink of an eye, clawing outward like a beast.

In the darkness of night, the man-eating restaurant was finally devoured by fire.

"Hiss——"

Watching the walls and roof collapse piece by piece, Guanshan drew in a sharp breath. "Is this what they call a scene wipe? That loud?"

But then again, the simulator had mentioned before that all its scenarios were modeled after real-world physics.

The monsters and environments he saw might have been illusions, but his running, tumbling, and getting knocked around all happened in an actual physical space...

Which meant, if he really had been inside SX Snack Shop, the tables and chairs were probably reduced to ash—maybe even with a few traces of blood left behind. His own, naturally.

Thinking of it that way, "disposing of the body" suddenly seemed very necessary.

"Good thing it was an abandoned shop. No one should have been hurt... uh, and hopefully no one saw me?"

A pang of guilt twisted in Guanshan's chest.

Just imagining what he must've looked like—jumping back and forth in bizarre, erratic patterns all by himself—was enough to make him shudder. Anyone who saw that would think he was seriously unwell...

Honestly, that would've been more terrifying than the horror game itself.

A full-blown social death event!

"It's the middle of the night, who'd be out anyway, right? Heh heh..."

He chuckled awkwardly to himself, glancing around instinctively.

No one in sight. But in the distance, he could hear the faint wail of approaching sirens.

After a moment's hesitation, his journalist instincts kicked in. He pulled out his phone, framed the shot, and snapped a photo of SX Snack Shop's fiery grave.

At that moment, the countdown hit zero.

The results screen unfolded.

[Simulation Complete: Meat Restaurant]  

[Final Boss Defeated: 1/1 (Rating ↑)]  

[Elite Monster Defeated: 1/1 (Rating ↑)]  

[Normal Monsters Defeated: 15/15 (Rating ↑)]  

[Items Obtained: Glock 17 (Ammo: 0/17) ×1, Oversized Boning Knife ×1, Flesh-Entwined Parasites ×7, Butcher's Heart ×1, Flesh Nest Embryo ×1]  

[Rating: Perfect (All items retained)]  

[Rewards: Game Coins ×1000, Skill Point ×1]  

[Achievement Unlocked: Breakup Kitchen (Defeated all monsters in this scenario)]  

[Achievement Reward: Skill Book [Pile of Rotten Flesh] ×1]  

[All rewards have been added to your backpack. Please check your inventory.]  

[Shop, Achievements, and Skill Panel unlocked]  

[Settlement complete. Please wait patiently for the next simulation to begin.]

——

The next day, 7:00 a.m.

Guanshan yawned on the bus, one hand gripping the overhead strap, eyes bleary as he scrolled through his phone.

He hadn't realized it was already 2:00 a.m. by the time he escaped the restaurant. With no transportation options available, he had to walk home, texting Shen Dinghua along the way to soothe her nerves after she waited up for him.

That fool ended up drinking the cold white fungus soup by herself out of spite... and gave herself stomach pain so bad she couldn't sleep.

Even half-asleep, she clutched her phone, refusing to doze off until she saw Guanshan reply.

By the time he finally collapsed into bed, it was nearly four in the morning.

The sky was already starting to lighten.

Thankfully, the damaged clothing and bloodstains had reverted to normal after he took the healing potion... otherwise, even getting home would've been a headache.

Don't ask why healing potions also restore your clothes. That's just classic horror game logic!

"Sorting out the rewards and items took me until five. If not for my college-level night owl training, I'd have had to call in sick today."

Guanshan glanced at the semi-transparent panels hovering in front of him: Shop, Achievements, and Skills.

These were the three new features unlocked after clearing the game yesterday.

The achievement system was straightforward—fulfill certain conditions to unlock achievements and receive bonus rewards.

His only unlocked achievement so far, "Breakup Kitchen," had rewarded him with a skill book: [Pile of Rotten Flesh].

But skill books merely granted the right to learn a skill; you still needed to spend a skill point to actually learn it.

With only one skill point to his name, Guanshan didn't have much of a choice. He learned it on the spot.

Now, one of the four slots in his skill panel was filled.

[Skill: Pile of Rotten Flesh (Lv. 1)]  

[Type: Passive]  

[Cooldown: None]  

[Effect: Increases HP by 10%; each monster killed boosts Strength slightly]  

[Description: Death and decay will grant you power.]

The shop, for now, was mostly blacked out. At his current level, only four items were available for purchase:

Backpack Expansion Slot ×1  

Infinite Magazine (Cannot be removed once equipped) ×1  

Nuclear Flashlight ×1  

Beginner Survival Kit ×1

His current balance of game coins—displayed in the bottom-right corner—was 2300.

That included the 1000 from yesterday's settlement, plus 1300 earned by exchanging the Flesh Nest Embryo at the shop.

By the way, items retained after a simulation could be traded at the shop for game coins.

Guanshan had gotten two drops from the chef:

[Butcher's Heart (3/3)]  

[Effect: Greatly increases Strength for 30 seconds. Occupies one accessory slot.]  

[Description: A butcher who doesn't dream of being a berserker is no true chef.]

[Flesh Nest Embryo]  

[Effect: Consuming it grants the [Parasite Host] ability (details expandable). Has a chance to mutate.]  

[Description: A strange vitality brews within.]

Never mind the ridiculous flavor text—the effect of the first item was actually solid.

Only three uses, but it promised a "great" strength boost!

Guanshan had already experienced firsthand how the simulator tended to exaggerate degree modifiers. If it said "slow recovery," it really meant sloooow. So "greatly" probably meant HUGE.

The second item, though, was sketchy across the board. Even the [Parasite Host] ability came with a laundry list of activation conditions.

In the end, he traded it for game coins.

That left him with a tough choice: Backpack Expansion or Infinite Magazine. Both cost 1000.

The Nuclear Flashlight cost 666, but it looked completely useless, so Guanshan nixed it immediately.

The Beginner Survival Kit cost 648 and included: First Aid Bandage ×1, Adrenaline Injector ×1, Crowbar ×1, and Strange Metal Emblem ×1.

Everything inside was pretty useful—except maybe the emblem, whose purpose was unclear. Still, it was definitely a must-buy.

Which meant he could only choose one between the expansion slot and the magazine.

"From my gaming experience, expanding inventory space is always crucial. But without a magazine, my Glock is dead weight... and it's one of only two weapons I have."

"Still, this is just the beginner phase. No rush."

"My current backpack has 10 slots. Equipped items don't count toward that."

"After adding the contents of the survival kit, I'll still have five open slots. Should be enough for the next simulation."

"Right now, the priority is gearing up!"

Still haunted by the chef's raw power and intimidation, Guanshan finally made his decision: he bought the Infinite Magazine and the Beginner Survival Kit.

After attaching the Infinite Magazine to the Glock 17, his game coin balance dropped to 625.

As he stepped off the bus, a message popped up from Shen Dinghua.

[Ruixiang]: Xiaoshan, hurry up! Don't be late today—the deputy editor is fuming ヽ(。>Д<)o゜

Guanshan blinked.

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: What happened?

[Ruixiang]: That gas explosion at SX Snack Shop last night! He's mad we didn't get first-hand footage even though it happened so close to us. All we could do was repost leftovers from other outlets—totally missed the viral wave... Say, weren't you around there last night?

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: Yeah, I even took a wrong turn.

So it really was a gas leak... Guanshan wasn't sure if it was pure coincidence, or if the simulator had orchestrated it.

Either way, it seemed he'd dodged the social death bullet—for now.

[Ruixiang]: Good thing you got lost. What if you'd been hurt? ╭(╯^╰)╮

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: You gonna take care of me now.jpg

Guanshan stared at the meme Shen Dinghua had sent—"I'll take care of you.jpg"—and couldn't help but chuckle.

Lifting his gaze, he looked up at the gleaming office building in front of him, sunlight glinting off its mirrored surface.

The 8th floor of this building was where the Hangzhou Evening News had its offices.




  

    Chapter 7

Hangzhou Evening News was a local newspaper with relatively little renown.

Or rather, with the decline of print media in recent years, only a handful of major newspapers still held any real name recognition. The office itself wasn't large, nor was it filled with a mess of redundant departments. Aside from the News Department—where Guanshan and other regular reporters worked—there were only the Editorial Department, the Typesetting Room, the Archive Room, the Editor-in-Chief's Office, a few individual offices for the leadership, and a spare dorm room that was seldom used.

Guanshan stepped out of the elevator that ran through the center of the building and turned right at the reception desk.

Past the restrooms, on the left-hand side, was the large open office space belonging to the News Department.

As soon as Guanshan reached the doorway, he heard Deputy Editor Jiang Siyan's booming voice: "Tell me, the fire broke out less than a hundred meters from our office, and yet our source material came through the citizen hotline and other media outlets. Not a shred of firsthand coverage! All we've got are leftovers from others—how embarrassing is that, huh?"

The title "Deputy Editor" sounded impressive, but Hangzhou Evening News had three of them, and Jiang Siyan was just one.

In addition to them, there was a chief editor who also served as the president of the company. That comprised the entirety of the leadership team.

Normally, the three deputy editors rotated office duty, each taking a week at a time.

This week happened to be Jiang Siyan's turn.

Though Guanshan had only been working at the paper for six months, he'd already gotten a decent read on the personalities of the three deputy editors.

Generally speaking, the other two rarely got involved in day-to-day affairs—unless something major happened, and even then, they'd only grumble a few words.

Jiang Siyan, however, had two favorite pastimes: delivering lectures and making examples out of people.

"Well, the lecture's already underway... Which means someone's about to get made an example of."

Guanshan sighed inwardly, resigned to his fate, and pushed the door open.

Creak——

The metallic frame of the frosted glass door scraped against itself, drawing everyone's attention.

As Guanshan stepped inside, all eyes turned to him.

Over a dozen pairs of eyes stared at him, some openly, others more discreetly, but the pressure was suffocating—like a mountain of meat bearing down on him, only the "chef" here was metaphorical.

Shen Dinghua was among them.

The girl sat curled up in a corner cubicle, hugging her head and sneaking a glance at him, her eyes filled with worry.

Guanshan smiled at her reassuringly, then turned and, thick-skinned as ever, nodded politely to Jiang Siyan. "Good morning, Director Jiang."

"Director Jiang"—a title Guanshan had picked up from a few senior reporters. Rumor had it that Jiang Siyan particularly liked being addressed that way.

Jiang Siyan was in his forties, dressed in a full suit with an academic air about him. He wore gold-rimmed glasses and sported slicked-back hair, half black and half gray, meticulously combed.

The way he glared, it felt like a high schooler caught red-handed by the disciplinary director.

Guanshan turned to the side and greeted Peng Fei, the News Department's director.

Peng Fei was a chubby middle-aged man with an honest-looking face. At the moment, he was blinking rapidly at Guanshan, trying to signal: "You're screwed."

Well, even a blind man could tell things weren't looking good... Guanshan inwardly rolled his eyes and headed toward his desk, praying he could somehow slip under the radar.

Unfortunately, fate had other plans.

"Stop right there."

Jiang Siyan's voice dropped a notch, and he knocked on the desk. "Guanshan, according to yesterday's attendance records, you were the last one to leave, right?"

Here it comes...

Guanshan groaned internally, his patience thinned by extreme exhaustion.

He sighed and nodded calmly. "Yes, that was me. I left after finishing two pages of the digital edition. Is there a problem, Director Jiang?"

Jiang Siyan's expression darkened. "Is there a problem? Are you aware of the fire at SX Snack Shop yesterday?"

Guanshan nodded naturally.

Before he could say anything, Jiang Siyan continued, "According to the police report, the fire started around one o'clock. You left at twelve-thirty. If I recall correctly, your route home passes right by the place. And yet you didn't provide a single lead—not even a clue. Where's your journalistic instinct?"

That was completely unreasonable—just a blatant attempt to scapegoat him.

Guanshan had walked straight into the crosshairs, giving Jiang a perfect excuse to lash out.

Normally, Guanshan would have swallowed his pride, nodded along, and played the part to keep the peace.

But today was different.

The harrowing brush with death last night—the fear, the anger, the tension—still lingered in his mind.

Even though it had all been simulated, it felt as real as any life-or-death moment. No one in their right mind would come out of that unshaken.

Worse, he'd barely slept and had dragged himself to work at the crack of dawn.

And now, to be unjustly blamed?

Emotion surged within him, but he kept his temper in check. "Director Jiang, let's stick to the facts. There's a thirty-minute gap between twelve-thirty and one. SX Snack Shop is 500 meters from here. Even if I walked at a snail's pace, I would've been long past that area by then. What lead could I possibly have provided?"

Jiang Siyan hadn't expected a rookie who'd only been around for half a year to dare talk back.

But he had been frustrated with the rest of the old-timers, who were all too slippery to pin down. He hadn't had a good chance to assert his authority.

And now, a perfect target had walked right in!

Jiang sneered internally. "Oh? You didn't see the shop, but surely you saw the smoke? If not the smoke, you must've heard the sirens?"

"Something happened, and you didn't even notice. Either you have zero journalistic instinct, or you're just flat-out lazy!"

He slammed a finger on the desk and pointed at Guanshan. "People like you—lacking both skill and enthusiasm—bring absolutely nothing to this paper. Why should we keep you around?"

Starting trouble for no reason! Twisting facts!

Even Guanshan could barely hold back, but Shen Dinghua certainly couldn't. She stood up, furious. "Deputy Editor Jiang, Guanshan stayed late last night specifically to finish the digital layout. He was the last one out after completing all the articles. In your eyes, that's called lacking skill and enthusiasm?"

Her voice was sharp and clear. "So you're saying hard work means nothing now?"

Jiang Siyan remained indifferent. "Finishing the job doesn't mean doing it well—how about you send me the files later so I can judge for myself?"

He turned to Guanshan with a smug, superior look, as if to say, "I'm the boss here. Whether your work is good or not, I decide."

He was pushing it—pushing it too far!

Guanshan nearly laughed in disbelief. He exhaled, stepped forward, and looked Jiang Siyan straight in the eyes. "No need, Director Jiang. If you believe journalistic skill boils down to a few photos, then... what if I can get them?"

He stared him down. "If I can get photos of the fire scene—what then?"

What then? Who cares what then?!

Jiang's instinct was to shut him down. He wasn't here to get photos—he was here to establish dominance.

But just as he opened his mouth, he suddenly felt something touch his back.

"Ah!"

Jiang screamed instinctively, terrified.

He had been leaning against the desk—and no one should've been behind him.

He whipped around. Nothing but a desk.

But the sensation had been crystal clear—cold, damp, almost as if... wet?

Jiang stiffened and reached back to touch his back.

Wet.

Could it be...? No, no—it had to be a ceiling leak!

His eyelid twitched, and his hands trembled slightly. But the others had no idea what was going on and stared at him in confusion, as if he were having a seizure.

Peng Fei hesitated. "Are you all right, sir? Maybe we should..."

Jiang snapped back to reality. Though still shaken, he couldn't afford to lose face. He slammed the desk and glared at Guanshan. "What then? If you get them—fine, then I'll admit you have some skill!"

Everyone in the room, who'd been eavesdropping the whole time, froze.

Was this the same "Jiang the Contrarian"? The guy who just moments ago was ready to chew someone out until they quit? Now he was saying "fine, you have skill"?

Knock knock.

Suddenly, a crisp knock echoed from the doorway.

"What's with all the noise in here?"

A soft yet commanding voice rang out.

Everyone turned to look.

A woman in a form-fitting beige dress stood at the entrance.

Her long black hair was elegantly tied back, her face refined and classically beautiful, glowing in the morning light. Her calves beneath the hem of her dress were graceful and well-proportioned—poise and elegance in every line.

Peng Fei quickly stepped forward. "Good morning, President."

The woman was none other than Li Zhiying, Editor-in-Chief and President of Hangzhou Evening News.
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Even the President had been alerted by the commotion.

Peng Fei, Director of the News Department, quickly stepped forward to explain, "It's nothing, really—just a discussion about last night's fire. Director Jiang was asking if we managed to get any firsthand material."

It was an obvious attempt to smooth things over for Guanshan.

He had reframed the situation from "interrogating one person" to "asking everyone."

If Li Zhiying didn't pursue the matter further, it would be treated as the latter.

No matter how argumentative Jiang Siyan could be, he wouldn't dare clash with the President when he was clearly in the wrong. He'd have no choice but to shut up and let it go.

And just like that, the matter would be considered settled.

Don't let Peng Fei's earlier silence fool you—he was far slicker than Jiang Siyan.

Unfortunately, Li Zhiying didn't appear inclined to accept this patch-over explanation.

She swept her gaze around the room, lingering for a few seconds on Shen Dinghua, still standing in indignation, and on the tense figures of Guanshan and Jiang Siyan, the air between them still charged.

It didn't take much for her to piece together what had happened.

"For something this minor, was it really necessary to call someone in for a private scolding?"

Li Zhiying walked over, heels clicking crisply against the floor, her gaze calm but heavy with unspoken pressure as she looked toward Jiang Siyan.

Jiang immediately put on his "just doing my job" face and responded with a forced smile. "I was simply offering some guidance to a few of our less motivated young staff. They're careless on the job, sloppy with their work, and when corrected, they talk back. How can someone like that be expected to perform well?"

Although his earlier bluster had been deflated for no apparent reason, he still didn't believe for a second that Guanshan could produce any real, solid photos.

If any media outlet had obtained firsthand material, those bottom-feeders who chased clout like rabid dogs would've published it already.

The fact that no one had said a word meant there had either been no witnesses... or the information had been suppressed.

He knew this very well—otherwise, how could he exploit the situation?

As long as that part held true, he didn't believe Guanshan could pull off anything remarkable.

What, was he going to conjure evidence out of thin air?

Since things had already escalated, Guanshan couldn't be bothered to keep playing nice. Straightening his back, he spoke with calm resolve, "Whether I'm diligent or not, whether my work is solid or sloppy—that's for Director Peng to judge."

"And as for you... with all due respect, you spend your days drinking tea in the office without even turning on your computer. I doubt you've ever seen me work."

Jiang Siyan's face turned red with rage. "Are you mocking me?!"

Guanshan looked at him strangely. "No, no. You misunderstood."

Jiang thought for a moment that Guanshan was about to back down, and his expression softened—only to hear him continue, "I was just stating facts. How is that mockery?"

He smacked his lips and sighed. "Sometimes I really find you fascinating. You're never around, never visible, and yet somehow you manage to feel omnipresent."

Guanshan added politely, "Have you ever considered that you're kind of like a fart?"

The entire office burst into chaos.

Everyone seated at their desks immediately ducked their heads, shoulders trembling wildly, muffled giggles rippling through the room like a wave of synchronized sound effects.

Shen Dinghua outright laughed.

The moment she saw Guanshan shift his tone, all her worry vanished.

Xiaoshan had always had his own way of doing things. Once he made a decision, he always considered the consequences and had a plan.

At times like this, all she had to do was support him—and wait.

"You—!"

Jiang Siyan had never been insulted like this in public before. His nostrils flared, his face darkened with fury, and he pointed at Guanshan, storming toward Li Zhiying like a child tattling on a sibling. "President, did you hear that? Look at his attitude!"

"He's openly insulting a superior! Who knows what he'll do next? People like that have no place here!"

Guanshan pulled his lips into a half-smile and let out a dry chuckle. "Insulting?"

"Even if you don't know or care about the quality of my work, I've never missed a single day since I started here. I finish every assignment the same day I receive it—even if I have to stay until midnight. All of this is clearly documented in the records."

"And yet, in your eyes, I'm a lazy, incompetent, careless, unreliable waste of space!"

His eyes blazed. "So tell me—who's really insulting whom?"

As the two men looked ready to explode again, Peng Fei broke into a cold sweat. He glanced left and right, utterly at a loss.

Things had reached the point of no return—no amount of mediating could fix this...

Peng Fei sighed inwardly. He had always held Guanshan in high regard—the young man had drive, principles, and knew how to pick his battles.

But today, something was clearly different. It was like he'd decided his future didn't matter anymore.

At this point, all they could do was wait for the President's verdict.

Knock knock knock!

Li Zhiying finally made her move. She tapped her fingers on the desk, her voice sharp. "Enough. Do you think this is some kind of marketplace?"

Jiang Siyan had been so enraged by Guanshan that he was just about to explode again, finger still pointed in accusation—only to be cut off by her command. He choked on his own breath, eyes bulging in frustration.

Why now of all times?!

That punk had already finished his speech, and now he had no chance to rebuke it. All he could do was snort coldly and drop his finger with a heavy thud.

In truth, just from watching the verbal exchange, Li Zhiying already had a clear idea of what had happened.

She knew exactly what kind of man Jiang Siyan was—what he was capable of, and what he wasn't.

He was a spoiled middle-aged man, and the only reason he'd gotten the deputy editor position was because of his aging father, who still held some sway in the newspaper industry.

Out of respect for that connection, she'd given him a slot.

Today's spectacle was most likely just him kicking up trouble for no reason.

What surprised her, however, was Guanshan.

This young reporter, barely out of his internship, had guts... And frankly, Jiang Siyan's bullying had gone too far.

Maybe it was time to give him a reason to back off.

And maybe... Guanshan could be that reason.

But only if he was truly capable.

Li Zhiying considered for a moment, then turned to Guanshan. "You said earlier that you could get photos of the fire scene?"

Guanshan nodded.

Jiang Siyan's heart sank—was she planning to back Guanshan?

If the kid actually got her support, he'd lose all credibility!

Panic rising, Jiang blurted, "He's just bluffing! None of the major outlets have anything—how could a rookie like him possibly get it?"

Li Zhiying's sharp eyes swept toward him. "We're journalists. We speak with facts. And how do you know he doesn't have the skills?"

The phrasing was almost identical to what Guanshan had used to mock him earlier!

But this time, it came from his own boss...

Jiang Siyan had no comeback. He could only scowl and shut his mouth.

Li Zhiying turned back to Guanshan. "We have Fire Safety Awareness Day coming up. I've been planning a special feature on fire prevention. If you can get those photos, we'll include them as case studies in the piece. You and Director Peng will be in charge of the entire feature."

Her eyes narrowed. "But if you're lying..."

Guanshan glanced at Jiang Siyan and replied solemnly, "Then I'll resign on my own."

"Good."

Li Zhiying nodded in satisfaction. "News is all about timeliness. You have one day."

And with that, the matter was settled.

Jiang Siyan had nearly panicked when she said Guanshan would lead the special feature—but then he calmed down.

After all, there was no way Guanshan could actually get those photos!

He was digging his own grave!

Ah, everything was under control!

With that thought, Jiang relaxed, glanced around the room with a smug sniff, and returned to his office to sip his tea.

Just imagining Guanshan getting exposed and storming out after resigning in shame made the tea taste sweeter.

"Someone's going to have to fix that ceiling leak, though..."
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After Jiang Siyan and Li Zhiying left, Peng Fei—still visibly shaken—called Guanshan into his office and gave him a long, heartfelt lecture.

The gist of it was simple: he scolded Guanshan for being reckless and warned him not to gamble with his own future.

After all, it was Peng Fei who had recruited Guanshan in the first place. His appreciation and continued protection of Guanshan were genuine, and Guanshan knew this better than anyone.

Although what happened today hadn't been impulsive at all—in fact, Guanshan had been fully confident—Peng Fei had no idea that he already had the photos in hand.

So Guanshan just nodded along, giving vague responses.

Peng Fei, seeing how dismissive he was being, gave his shoulder a heavy pat and said earnestly, "I know you young people have your own ideas, but sometimes the situation is bigger than any one person. Sure, you got your satisfaction today—but what now?"

"Jiang Siyan is still the deputy editor. He's still your superior. You might've stood your ground today, but can you handle him the next time? The time after that? A hundred times? A thousand?"

"Forget the future—what about right now? What's your plan?"

Peng Fei's expression turned grim. "You've only got one day. Where are you going to get those photos? Don't even think about pulling any tricks. If you get caught faking something, your reputation will be ruined for good."

By "tricks," he was clearly referring to photoshopping...

Guanshan twitched the corner of his mouth. "Do I look like the kind of person who'd do that?"

Peng Fei studied him carefully, then sighed in disappointment and shook his head. "If only you were. Then you wouldn't have gone head-to-head with Jiang Siyan like that."

"Come on, give me a break," Guanshan said with a helpless smile. "Honestly, I've got a friend who happened to be nearby during the fire. They took a photo of the scene and sent it to me this morning."

He simply took out his phone and showed the photo to Peng Fei, shrugging. "I was planning to upload it to the draft library, but the moment I walked in, Director Jiang blocked me."

"This..."

Peng Fei froze, completely dumbfounded.

He took the phone and examined the photo from every angle. With his years of experience, he was sure of one thing—this image hadn't been doctored!

And the angle was perfect, capturing the moment when the flames were at their fiercest. The firelight illuminated the collapsing signage in striking detail.

"Your friend... has some serious photography skills."

After a long pause, Peng Fei finally managed that one sentence. Then he returned the phone and couldn't help giving Guanshan a big thumbs-up.

"You sly dog... You baited him with this photo, didn't you?"

He gave Guanshan a strange look. "I really thought you were the quiet, honest type. Never expected you to be good at setting traps."

Guanshan spread his hands. "Don't blame me. You saw it—Director Jiang never even gave me a chance to explain."

"Alright, alright."

Peng Fei waved him off, clearly exasperated. "And here I was worrying about you—was even thinking of recommending you to the TV station. Turns out I should've been worried about Jiang Siyan dying from sheer rage."

He returned to his usual cheerful expression and reminded him, "Make sure you handle that special feature properly. The President clearly wants to rein Jiang Siyan in. You're probably her number one weapon right now—don't waste this opportunity."

"Got it, loud and clear."

Guanshan closed the door behind him as he left the Director's office.

Right next door was Jiang Siyan's office. That guy was still inside, leisurely brewing tea like he didn't have a care in the world.

Guanshan shook his head in amusement and headed back to the News Department.

He had barely sat down when a message popped up on his phone.

[Ruixiang]: Xiaoshan, how'd it go? Are you okay?

He looked over and, sure enough, spotted a tiny head sneakily peeking over in his direction.

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: Big news. Huge!

Guanshan replied with exaggerated seriousness as he opened his computer and sent the fire scene photo to Li Zhiying's QQ account from his contact list.

Usually, Li Zhiying replied within seconds during work hours, but this time, it took her a while to accept the file. Then she messaged back asking where the photo came from.

Guanshan gave her the same excuse as before.

[Ruixiang]: Ah! What happened? Is it that serious? Did Director Peng yell at you? Or is it that you really didn't have the photo... If it's that bad, I'll ask my dad to pull some strings.

Guanshan glanced over and saw Shen Dinghua staring intensely at her phone, her face tight with tension.

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: None of the above. I'm just hungry.

[Ruixiang]: ψ(*｀ー)ψ You jerk!

Guanshan was enjoying the conversation.

But up front, Liu Ping couldn't hold it in any longer. He scooted his chair back, leaned over, and whispered, "Hey, what did the Director say to you? Damn, bro, that was awesome! If I could curse out that troll to his face like that, I'd quit right after and still call it worth it!"

"But seriously, not to be rude, wasn't that super reckless? You've only got one day. Where the hell are you gonna find a photo...?"

Liu Ping had joined the company the same time as Guanshan, and the two talked often, so they had a decent rapport.

As soon as he opened his mouth, everyone nearby, though pretending to focus on work, perked up their ears.

They were all journalists, after all—gossip was second nature.

Seeing Liu Ping about to ramble again, Guanshan cut him off with a sigh. "The Director didn't say anything. Get back to work. The photo's already taken care of."

Liu Ping froze. "Seriously? No way... You only just sat down. Where'd you get a photo...? Hey! Don't ignore me! Just tell me—how did you pull this off?"

But no matter how much he squirmed with curiosity, Guanshan didn't answer, fully absorbed in his QQ chat with Li Zhiying about the fire safety feature.

Liu Ping looked on, utterly tormented.

But since it was still work hours, he couldn't slack off too blatantly. Left with no choice, he turned back to his screen, full of unspoken questions.

Naturally, the others who overheard didn't believe what they'd heard.

In the back, Dai Yi curled his lip and scoffed inwardly, convinced that Guanshan was just making a last-ditch effort to save face.

Saying it so casually—what a joke.

They all joined the company at the same time, yet Guanshan was the one who got special treatment from Peng Fei. But Dai Yi firmly believed he was the better man.

It was all just because Guanshan worked overtime to look good in front of the higher-ups!

Honestly, Dai Yi would love nothing more than to see Guanshan get fired. That way, his own talents might finally be recognized.

"Well... we probably won't see him here tomorrow, huh? Ha! Serves him right. Who told him to challenge his boss head-on? Idiot threw away his own job!"

"Photos? If he really gets them, I'll take his last name!"

Dai Yi sneered to himself, letting out a couple of deliberate coughs to mask his smirk.

All day long, everyone in the office kept subtly watching Guanshan, curious to see what he'd do.

After all, this guy had dared to confront a superior head-on. How would he end up?

But Guanshan didn't run around or frantically type away at his keyboard.

He didn't even frown.

He just did his job as usual, had lunch with Shen Dinghua, then got back to work.

Not a hint of urgency.

He even had an extra bowl of rice.

By the time the workday ended, Jiang Siyan, who had already heard that Guanshan hadn't done anything all day, waltzed into the department with a triumphant grin. Spotting Guanshan packing up, he immediately called out with a mocking smile, "Look who it is—our all-powerful Reporter Guan! Heading out already? Why pack up yourself? No one around to help?"

Now that the gloves were off, Jiang Siyan didn't bother pretending anymore. His tone dripped with sarcasm.

Guanshan remained unbothered. "Yeah, heading home. No assignments today, figured I'd leave early."

The people around them didn't know what to think. Guanshan never had a day without work... Was he really quitting?

The brave warrior had lost to the evil overlord after all.

Jiang Siyan finally felt vindicated.

Dai Yi, ever the opportunist, rushed over with exaggerated enthusiasm, helping Guanshan gather his things while feigning sympathy. "Man, we've only worked together for six months. Didn't expect you to leave so soon. Kinda sad, honestly..."

"No need to touch that," Guanshan said, stopping Dai Yi from moving his documents. He looked genuinely confused. "I still need those tomorrow."

Dai Yi froze. So did Jiang Siyan.

The latter quickly sneered. "You told the President yourself—you'd resign if you didn't get the photo today. What, planning to go back on your word?"

Guanshan shrugged. "That's right. Which is why—I already sent the photo to the President this morning."

"What?!"

Everyone was stunned.

Jiang Siyan refused to believe it. "The photo?! Don't try to bluff your way out of this!"

"Well, how about you take a look when the fire safety feature comes out? You could review it during your free time. But right now, I'm off the clock."

"Oh, and the President's really thoughtful. Since I'm always thorough with my tasks, she specifically told me I didn't have to take on anything else while working on the fire safety piece. So I get to head home early."

Guanshan looked sincerely grateful as he patted Dai Yi on the shoulder and said, "Thanks for helping me pack."

And just like that, he walked off with a carefree smile.

Dai Yi stood frozen in place, face pale as he realized he'd genuinely helped Guanshan organize his things.

His vision went dark. Muttering, "I'll get going too," he slunk off in embarrassment.

As for Jiang Siyan—who had spent the entire day basking in the fantasy of Guanshan's resignation—his humiliation was now complete.

This morning! He'd sent it this morning!

So while he'd been smugly sipping tea, thinking he'd won, the matter had already been resolved!

Guanshan had been waiting for him to show up and hand-deliver his own face for a slap—and he'd done it, smiling the whole way.

"Guan! Shan!"

Jiang Siyan gritted his teeth in silent fury, storming out and slamming the door.

He swore—if he couldn't ruin Guanshan's career in journalism, he'd stop calling himself Jiang Siyan!

Fuming, Jiang Siyan stomped out of the News Department, filled with murderous intent—only to suddenly trip over something.

"Ah!"

He let out a shriek and went sprawling, face-first, onto the marble floor with a sickening thud.

Having clenched his jaw in rage, the impact drove his lower teeth into the upper ones. Two front teeth flew out on the spot.

The searing pain shot through him like a steel needle jammed between his toes. His eyes rolled back, tears shot out, and he lay on the ground like a broken doll, howling in agony.

"Aaaaargh——!"

The scene was so tragic it could make any fujoshi scream, "I ship it, I ship it! President Jiang and the floor—what a sweet CP~"

Hearing the commotion, a few employees rushed over to help. "President Jiang, are you alright?"

Jiang Siyan was drenched in cold sweat from the pain, trembling as he stammered, "H-Hospital... Get me to the hospital... now..."

Even while writhing in agony, he had the presence of mind to yell, "Tomorrow, get someone to fix this damned floor! What the hell was that thing I tripped on?!"

One employee blinked. "There's nothing there. The floor is flat... See? Not even a single bump."

Jiang Siyan, furious, pointed to the ground. "Nothing? Are you blind? It's right—"

He froze.

The floor was indeed smooth and level. But what he saw... was a woman's feet.

A pair of red high heels. Slender ankles. Skin so pale it was nearly translucent, veins faintly visible beneath the surface.

His gaze traveled upward—to a woman dressed in white. A stranger.

A chill crawled up his spine. Forcing a fierce tone through his fear, he snapped, "Who are you?!"

The woman didn't speak. She just stared at him, unblinking.

The nearby employee looked around in confusion. "Who? President Jiang, it's me—Xiao Wang from the editorial department... We should really get you to the hospital."

Privately, he was thinking, That fall must've rattled his brain. He's spouting nonsense now. Looks like it's not just dental—he'll need a neuro consult too.

Jiang Siyan's scalp prickled. He clutched the employee's arm, voice trembling as he pointed at the woman. "She's right there! You seriously don't see her? Don't mess with me!"

Xiao Wang was dumbfounded. From his perspective, there was nothing there—just a dimly lit hallway.

But Jiang Siyan's words made the familiar corridor suddenly feel eerie and oppressive.

He swallowed hard. "P-Please don't scare me, sir. There's really no one there!"

Jiang Siyan grew frantic. "There! Right there! You see her now?!"

Xiao Wang looked like he was about to cry. "No! I swear there's nothing!"

Just then, the woman in white began to move. She slowly stepped toward Jiang Siyan, reaching out a hand as if to grab him.

Terrified, Jiang Siyan let out a bloodcurdling scream. "Stay back! Don't—don't come any closer!"

Xiao Wang felt his blood run cold. Whether Jiang Siyan had hit his head or was seeing ghosts, he wasn't about to stick around and find out. He grabbed the man and tried to pull him away.

But Jiang Siyan, legs weak from fear and still aching from the fall, couldn't stand.

Like a drowning man clinging to driftwood, he clutched at Xiao Wang's clothes, unintentionally dragging him down too.

In the midst of their frantic struggle, Jiang Siyan saw the woman's hand drawing closer and closer. Her face was ghostly pale, her eyes jet-black, and she wore a twisted, eerie smile.

He scrambled backward with all his might, but no matter how he moved, the distance between them refused to grow.

Jiang Siyan pinned all his hopes on Xiao Wang.

But even now, the employee seemed completely unaware of the woman's presence. He was too busy wrestling with Jiang Siyan to notice anything else.

Finally, just as her fingers were about to touch him, Jiang Siyan completely broke down.

"Ahhh—ghost! A ghost! Help me! There's a ghost!"

He screamed like a madman, flailing his limbs in blind panic. With two front teeth missing and his face twisted in raw terror, tears and drool streamed down as he practically crawled away.

"Heehee... Give it up. No one else can see me."

The woman blinked playfully, then straightened up and gave Jiang Siyan's leg a light kick.

The sensation was exactly the same as the one that had tripped him!

Jiang Siyan couldn't take it anymore. His vision went black—and he fainted dead away.
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"What kind of person is this?! Useless at everything, only good at making life difficult for others!"

The "female ghost" in red heels and a white dress dropped the eerie grin she had been forcing and spat angrily at the unconscious Jiang Siyan on the floor.

After spitting, she felt a pang of guilt and quickly fled the "crime scene," trailing closely behind Guanshan.

"Emotional stabilization is technically part of the observation mission. This doesn't count as breaking the rules—just fulfilling my duty," she muttered to herself, swaggering past Xiao Wang.

The latter was too busy frantically calling emergency services to notice her at all.

The ability known as "No Presence" was an incomprehensible, higher-dimensional power to ordinary people.

As long as she didn't interfere with them too drastically—like sticking a foot out to trip Jiang Siyan—no one could detect her existence.

However, if she chose to interfere with only one person, it would result in that person being the sole individual able to perceive her.

Such an ability was incredibly effective for infiltrating undercover or conducting interrogations.

Indeed, this so-called "female ghost" was none other than Lin Shuman, who had been sent to secretly observe Guanshan.

Last night, she had fled the scene in a panic and later returned to the chaos of the research facility alongside the Special Security Unit's You Division—the superior team overseeing the Third Squad—to help clean things up.

In a way, Jiang Siyan had shown some impressive intuition.

Photos from the SX Snack Shop fire last night hadn't gone unshot—they had been deliberately erased.

Because the "accident" wasn't really caused by a gas explosion at all.

Instead, it was the Special Security Unit's last resort in handling a bloody incident triggered by an ability user.

It was just... a bit too loud.

The logistics division had to painstakingly eliminate every potential hazard in the surrounding area.

Not just photos—people's memories had been wiped too.

That's why, despite the fire occurring publicly and being quite severe, not a single media outlet managed to acquire firsthand information.

No...

To be exact, the only person who did was this journalist named Guanshan.

"Time: 22:06. Location: 8th floor of Wangi Building. Reporting agent: Lin Shuman."

"Observation mission is nearing completion."

"The target is heading toward the elevator. Estimated to board the 22:15 bus. Hand-off personnel, please be on standby..."

"...In summary, the target exhibited no unusual behavior today, apart from handing the photo to the President of the newspaper."

Lin Shuman quickened her pace, slipped into the elevator right behind Guanshan, and stood quietly in the corner. She added softly into her earpiece, "Officer Xia, should we retrieve the photo?"

While reporting through her specialized earpiece, she cautiously glanced at Guanshan.

He remained completely unaware that a living, breathing person stood barely a meter away.

He even pulled out his phone and started fiddling with it out of boredom.

Clearly, he hadn't noticed her presence—despite the fact that Lin Shuman had been observing him from close range all day.

She peeked at his screen. He was chatting with Shen Dinghua.

Again.

Throughout the day, her biggest takeaway from observing Guanshan had been being force-fed a mountain of romantic fluff.

Outside of working hours, he spent nearly all his time texting Shen Dinghua about daily trivialities, like a couple well into marriage.

According to the records, the two had been in the same class from kindergarten through high school—textbook childhood sweethearts.

During high school, Guanshan took a semester off due to family issues, and Shen Dinghua had cared for him throughout that period.

Later, when Guanshan chose to study journalism in college, Shen Dinghua—without hesitation—enrolled in photography.

If they don't end up getting married, it would be absurd.

Lin Shuman couldn't help muttering, "Their relationship's really solid... But they live next door, and neither of them had to work late today. Why didn't they go home together?"

The thought made her pause.

Come to think of it... even outside of work, the two rarely interacted face-to-face. They only communicated through their phones, showing barely any physical affection.

If you didn't know their history, you'd think they were just casual acquaintances.

Shaking her head, Lin Shuman pushed aside her curiosity. "Forget it. Probably just some weird habit. Focus on the mission."

After last night's debacle, the higher-ups hadn't placed much blame on them. Ultimately, the failure stemmed from an intelligence department lapse.

That's when Lin Shuman learned that Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin were involved in matters far beyond what they'd known.

She didn't have the clearance to know the full picture, but it seemed related to the emerging ability-user organization called Killer Bees.

Still, all of that would be handled by those above.

As for her, after a night of internal discussions, she was assigned a new mission:

To observe the mysterious figure who had appeared out of nowhere last night—Guanshan.

After all, she was the only person who had made close contact with him and lived.

Moreover, after reviewing the footage captured by her earpiece's built-in recording feature, the higher-ups confirmed that her ability worked on Guanshan.

That made her the ideal candidate for the job.

Her main task was to monitor Guanshan's behavior and report her findings to the logistics department so they could assess his personality and the potential danger of his abilities.

And yet... Guanshan behaved like a completely ordinary person.

Which, ironically, made him anything but.

Because this young man named Guanshan—he was clearly not normal.

Tell me, what kind of "ordinary" person could kill two D-rank ability users using just a handgun?

D-rank was by no means the lowest tier among ability users!

According to international classifications, ability users were ranked F, E, D, C, B, A, and S based on their energy level, which had to be measured using specialized instruments.

Generally, the higher the rating, the stronger the user.

Reaching D-rank meant the user already possessed a tangible degree of destructive power and threat potential.

Unmonitored, they could pose serious risks to society.

Anyone capable of killing two D-rank users head-on had to be at least D-rank themselves—especially since Guanshan had already exhibited abnormal signs.

Even an F-rank would register on a close-range energy scan.

That was part of Lin Shuman's job too.

And yet, Guanshan showed no energy readings whatsoever!

Lin Shuman even tested the scanner on herself to make sure it wasn't broken.

"Could it be due to his ability? But didn't he show combat-oriented traits? There weren't any signs of disguise-based powers..."

She was still puzzling it over when—

Ding.

The elevator doors opened.

Lin Shuman immediately followed Guanshan out of the building and toward the bus stop.

Her earpiece crackled to life with a reply. Officer Xia Lei from the You Division came on the line: "No need. That photo doesn't pose any risk."

"You've done well," Xia Lei said. "But the target's personality profile is a bit more complex. Continue observation tomorrow. The hand-off agent is already onboard the bus. You're off duty now."

As the headlights of the approaching bus pierced the night, Lin Shuman finally let out a breath of relief.

In her peripheral vision—

The side of Guanshan's face caught the light, splitting his expression between shadow and glow. The glint in his dark eyes sent a chill down her spine, flashing her back to the bloodied version of that same face from last night.

Time to go, time to go...

She couldn't stand another second near this lunatic without fearing she'd be cut in half!

As the bus doors opened, she made eye contact with the hand-off agent already seated inside. After confirming the switch via earpiece, her mission for the day was officially complete.

She watched the bus pull away, just about to remove her earpiece, when—

Xia Lei's voice returned abruptly: "By the way, don't act outside your assigned duties again. The logistics department's therapist has been complaining."

Lin Shuman blinked. "Huh?"

Xia Lei sighed heavily. "She gave Jiang Siyan a suggestion this morning to amplify his emotions and provoke a response from Guanshan. It was all part of the plan—to see how Guanshan would react under pressure."

"After all, people show their truest selves when angry."

"Wait... so you're saying..."

"Exactly. That was part of the mission too."

"..."

Xia Lei let out another long sigh. "Great. Thanks to you, Jiang Siyan's in the hospital now. Finding another subject that suggestible and suitable for provoking the target won't be easy."

Blushing furiously, Lin Shuman murmured, "Y-Yes... It won't happen again."

Xia Lei chuckled. "No worries. Just a reminder. We already got plenty of useful observations today."

Once the earpiece went silent—

Lin Shuman stood frozen in the cold night air for a moment before slowly squatting down, hugging her head and curling into herself as if trying to disappear.

Right now, she wished more than anything to be an S-rank in "No Presence."

"Uwaaaah! What the hell did I just do?! If my boss and coworkers find out I was pretending to be a ghost like some idiot, I'm dead! I'm already dead! I need to buy a train ticket and disappear..."




  

    Chapter 11

At that moment, the agent boarding the bus to take over from Lin Shuman was named He Jiang.

He was a former ability-user criminal who had been recruited into the fold and now served with the Special Security Unit's You Division, specifically as a member of the Fourth Squad. A special tracking device was still embedded in his body.

As a D-rank Flesh-Type reinforcement ability-user, He Jiang's power was "High-Speed Regeneration."

This ability was fairly common among Flesh-Type users, though He Jiang had specialized in it exclusively.

He wasn't particularly strong in combat, but unless he suffered an instantly fatal and irreversible injury, escaping from dangerous situations was rarely a problem.

"If they're sending me in... they probably think the target is extremely dangerous, maybe even lethal."

He Jiang was well aware of what that implied.

Given his ability and former criminal status, he was the ideal cannon fodder.

And yet...

He Jiang cast a sidelong glance at Guanshan, who was just stepping onto the bus and pulling out his phone to pay.

He looked completely ordinary from every angle.

Rumor had it the energy scanner didn't even register anything on him. Was this guy really that dangerous?

——

"Beep!"

After paying, Guanshan instinctively glanced toward the back of the bus.

At this hour, it was the last bus of the day, and generally, there weren't many passengers aboard.

Aside from a young man sitting by the window on one of the side seats near the middle, Guanshan was the only other passenger.

The vehicle pulled away from the stop.

Inside the brightly lit bus, the cabin felt eerily empty. Hand straps swayed gently with the vehicle's movements, and the streetlights outside streaked past the windows like shooting stars in the night sky.

Guanshan made his way to the back, his body swaying with the bus's motion.

He had a habit of sitting in the rear—less chance of being asked to give up his seat, and it also gave him a good vantage point to observe all kinds of people.

Who knew? He might stumble upon some creative inspiration.

The elevated seating at the back also provided a great spot for snapping photos.

Once seated, the first thing he did was check in with Shen Dinghua.

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: On the bus now.

[Ruixiang]: Yayヾ(▽)ノ! Let's see... in twenty minutes, I get to see Xiaoshan! I ordered pizza and cola. My parents aren't home tonight—come over and let's play games together!

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: You eat like this every night. Be careful you don't gain weight.

[Ruixiang]: As if! (Super fierce.jpg)

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: Why the feast tonight? Something good happen?

[Ruixiang]: Sure did!

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: What?

[Ruixiang]: Xiaoshan defeated Jiang Siyan and secured the special feature slot! One step closer to your dream—I'm so proud (*^▽^*).

Guanshan's expression softened without him even realizing it. Just from those few lines, he could almost picture Shen Dinghua's usual mischievous smile.

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: So this is a victory celebration?

[Ruixiang]: Mhm. (Hands on hips.jpg)

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: Thanks for speaking up for me today. I'll treat you next time.

[Ruixiang]: No treating—cook me something instead (Trying to act cute.jpg).

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: Deal.

Shen Dinghua then sent a few photos of a stray cat she'd seen on the way.

Guanshan complimented the cat's cuteness, and their conversation drifted into a discussion about the current situation of stray animals. From there, the topic veered off who knows where.

Every now and then, he looked up to glance at the scenery outside, feeling a rare sense of peace within.

He wasn't sure when it started, but he and Shen Dinghua had always maintained a certain delicate distance.

Emotionally, they were close—but in daily life, they never crossed that invisible line.

Platonic, spiritual love?

Not exactly.

Guanshan knew full well he didn't lack physical desire for Shen Dinghua.

So if he had to describe their relationship...

It felt more like two wild animals eyeing each other from across a boundary—neither would set foot into the other's territory without explicit permission.

"Heh..."

Guanshan chuckled to himself, shaking his head. That metaphor sounded a bit ridiculous.

Shen Dinghua, a wild beast?

Hmm... if she were, she'd probably be a clingy little orange tabby.

While chatting with Shen Dinghua to kill time, Guanshan habitually began observing the only other passenger aboard.

He looked like a completely average young man in his twenties, earbuds in, wearing a long-sleeved jacket and track pants—entirely normal for the early autumn season.

The only thing mildly eye-catching was the black collar-like accessory around his neck, which had a slightly alternative vibe.

Still, what caught Guanshan's attention was something he'd noticed before boarding.

Through the window, that man had looked directly at the seat beside Guanshan.

Guanshan trusted his own observational skills. That wasn't a casual glance—it was focused, like he was communicating with someone.

But at that time, Guanshan had been the only one at the stop.

"Maybe there was something interesting there... an ad poster? A passing cat?"

He idly speculated, when the automated announcement system crackled to life.

"Welcome aboard Route 514... The vehicle is departing. Please hold on and take a seat. Next stop: Jiuquan."

"Passengers preparing to disembark, please ready your belongings!"

"Jiuquan, huh? Two more stops until home."

Thinking it was about time to let Shen Dinghua know his ETA, Guanshan reached for his phone—only to realize he'd been so engrossed in their chat that his face had gone numb from the cold breeze.

"Phew... It's that time of year again—big day-night temperature swings."

He quickly rubbed his chilled face with both hands, then stood up and grabbed the window handle, yanking the drafty sliding pane shut.

At that exact moment, the other passenger suddenly leaned forward, as if he'd spotted something outside.

His expression changed dramatically. He shot to his feet and craned his neck toward the window.

"Clack!"

The moment the window shut, the wind was sealed out.

Out of the corner of his eye, Guanshan caught sight of something the size of a basketball streaking through the air under the streetlight—then slamming into the ground with a dull thud.

It looked like... a watermelon exploding.

"Was that guy tossing garbage?"

Guanshan froze, turning his head toward the center of the bus.

The man still had his upper body leaning out the window, completely motionless.

Guanshan called out, "Hey, that's really dangerous—"

Just as he started to walk over, he noticed a single drop of liquid fall underneath the seat.

Then two drops. Three...

Thick, dark red fluid began splattering across the floor, the walls, the windows—spreading uncontrollably with the swaying of the bus.

In an instant, a sudden jolt of the vehicle caused the man's body to slump sideways, sliding down the seat by several inches.

Guanshan stood frozen, paralyzed with shock. A chill crawled up the back of his neck as his entire body trembled involuntarily.

The man had turned slightly.

Above the black collar, his neck was empty—his head was completely gone.

Only a mangled, gory stump remained, still gushing blood.

In a flash of realization, Guanshan finally understood—

What had flown past the window earlier wasn't trash.

It was the man's head!

Reeling in horror, Guanshan stumbled back a step, when a familiar mechanical voice echoed in his mind.

[Scene scan complete. Generating horror game...]

[Horror game generated: Last Bus]

[Loading narrative... please wait...]
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Not long ago, a residential house not far from Guanshan's home had been converted into a temporary operations base for the Special Security Unit.

Inside were five people total: three members of the You Division's First Squad, a psychological analyst from the logistics department, and their instructor, Xia Lei.

The Special Security Unit consisted of twenty-two teams, named using the Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches.

The twelve Earthly Branch divisions were split further—six formed the Special Operations Forces and the remaining six were composed of ability-users. The former were tasked with supporting the latter.

The You Division was one of these twelve, and its division instructor was Xia Lei, a B-rank ability-user.

Each division was further divided into four squads. The First Squad was considered the strongest by default, followed by the Second and Third Squads.

The Fourth Squad, however, was made up of reformed criminals, each fitted with a special tracking device—a black explosive collar.

Crude and heavy-handed as it was, the missions assigned to these criminals were typically extremely dangerous, and cleanup afterward was rarely an issue.

This time, due to the Third Squad's failure, the First Squad had been dispatched to take over the mission.

Xia Lei was currently relaying Lin Shuman's observations to the psychological analyst.

The analyst was a quiet woman with long black hair and glasses, calmly logging classified data on her computer. She nodded from time to time, offering her own insights.

Xia Lei mused, "So based on current observations, his personality leans toward the positive—perhaps even more principled and patient than the average person."

The analyst nodded solemnly. "That's right. During today's test, I applied pressure three times—enough to make a normal person snap with anger."

"But he neither backed down nor lost his composure. There was also no indication of him using any abilities. Instead, he used photographs to bait the other party into a trap... Of course, that was one of the outcomes we anticipated."

Xia Lei frowned. "No signs of ability use at all? But Jiang Siyan clearly showed a strong fear response at the time."

The analyst shook her head. "That wasn't a precursor to ability activation—just an instinctive intimidation response."

"From that, we can infer that he hasn't suffered memory loss, a personality split, or been replaced by someone else. It really was him last night."

"In any case, my detailed evaluation report is all here. I'll upload it shortly, and you can review it yourself. The next set of tests will focus on other aspects."

She operated her computer and pulled up an evaluation interface.

On the screen was a gradient bar from white to black, encompassing every color in between. Below it was a danger level scale.

"For now, I believe he can be marked green—an absolutely safe personality type."

The analyst gave her verdict.

"But..."

Xia Lei stared at the green marking and let out a bitter laugh. "Last night, he killed seventeen people in one hour. Even if they were all deeply parasitized puppets, before the blood sample analysis, there's no way to tell with the naked eye."

The analyst nodded. "That's true."

"..."

Xia Lei waited for her to continue, but when no further explanation came, he couldn't hold back. "That's it?"

The analyst shrugged. "I only speak to the facts within my professional scope. From a personality standpoint, he's completely normal."

She added sincerely, "To put it simply—he's a good person."

"But..."

The analyst paused again and said, "He might indeed exhibit signs of schizophrenia—hallucinations, emotional detachment, or other cognitive disorders. But we'll need further evaluation to confirm."

Xia Lei nodded. In truth, last night's surveillance footage had already made that point abundantly clear—what kind of 'normal' person could shoot seventeen people in the head while looking terrified?

Yet somehow, Xia Lei still felt a strange sense of relief.

The energy scanner hadn't picked up anything. If the psychological profile also came up clean, and someone dared tell him this was just an ordinary person, he might've slammed his head against the wall.

An ordinary person who could physically tear apart a D-rank ability-user?

Unknown ability, unknown energy level, yet his background had no red flags and his personality profile was a complete enigma...

Guanshan was a walking nightmare that had suddenly burst onto the scene.

Xia Lei sighed. "Anyway, let's leave it here for now. Thanks for your work."

Compared to the "heated discussion" between the two, the three First Squad members sitting nearby were unusually quiet.

But that was just appearances.

In reality, they were having a telepathic group chat through their specialized earpieces, and their topic of discussion was, of course—Guanshan.

"Holy crap. Seventeen kills in one hour? That's almost on par with that sacrificial serial killer guy. And this guy's marked green?"

Tang Zhi couldn't help but complain. "Even the cannon fodder in Squad Four haven't racked up that many kills combined."

Chen Pengyun, sitting beside him, raised his brows suggestively. "Why don't you try syncing with him? That way we'll know if there's anything off."

Tang Zhi snapped, "Get lost! You think I'm stupid?"

Tang Zhi's ability was a Special-Type called "Empathic Link."

As the name suggested, he could establish sensory, memory, and emotional connections with a target.

These links could be one-way or two-way—he controlled the switch. That meant he could influence the target, but the target could also influence him.

If the link ever backfired, the consequences could be devastating.

So unless Guanshan's energy level and ability were confirmed, Tang Zhi had no intention of trying it.

At that moment, Gao Ye—the short-haired girl with black bangs who had been resting with her eyes closed—opened them.

"Enough chatter. Don't forget we've got a mission tonight."

Tang Zhi and Chen Pengyun immediately responded, "Yes, Captain."

Clap clap.

Xia Lei walked over, clapping his hands. Seeing the three of them look up, he said seriously, "You all know why you were called here today, right?"

Tang Zhi nodded at once. "Understood. After the death of Zhao Hong and his wife—the most complete experimental subjects of 'Sublimation Candy'—it's very likely that the 'Killer Bees' will target Guanshan again."

"On one hand, it's retaliation. On the other, since Guanshan doesn't register an energy level, there's a high chance they'll see him as a viable test subject."

Xia Lei nodded. "Exactly. The 'Killer Bees' have already succeeded in creating D-rank ability-users using a drug called 'Sublimation Candy,' while we've only managed to find scattered clues about their bases. That's a serious disadvantage for us. So this time, we absolutely must—"

Suddenly, Xia Lei's expression darkened. "He Jiang is out of contact! Vital signs gone too! They're here!"

The three squad members instantly turned grim. They sprang into action, rushing out of the house and sprinting toward the bus's GPS location.

But just as they moved, the world blurred—and they were right back where they started.

Xia Lei was gone.

Tang Zhi and Chen Pengyun froze in confusion, while Gao Ye's narrow eyes flashed with a chilling light.

"A Spatial-Type ability-user?!"

Chen Pengyun's face turned pale. "The energy scanner embedded in He Jiang's collar just transmitted a signal—there are two ability-users at the bus location... one D-rank, one C-rank!"

——

[Narrative loading complete!]

[Three... two... one! Beep beep beep—Last Bus departing! Welcome aboard Route ■■, this vehicle travels from the world of the living to the depths of hell! Departure initiated—no turning back for the living. This journey has no end. Please buckle up and hold on... Can you guess what will kill you?]

[*Note: Only by killing the Final Boss can you end this simulation!]

The familiar mechanical voice droned in its usual flat tone, reciting the overly dramatic intro with such lifelessness that it sounded almost comical.

But Guanshan wasn't laughing.
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At the very moment Guanshan heard that mechanical voice, everything before his eyes seemed to shift through a filter—instantly, the world changed.

"Bzzzt—"

The lights inside the bus flickered twice.

In those brief intervals between darkness and light, the entire cabin began to writhe.

Yes... writhe.

A purplish-red wall of flesh, linked together by countless tiny blood vessels, spread outward from the pool of blood beneath the headless passenger's seat. It grew at an alarming rate, as if trying to devour everything in its path.

"What the hell is this?!"

Cold sweat broke out across Guanshan's forehead. His face pale, he stumbled several steps backward.

Trembling in fear, the first thing he did was open his backpack and equip everything he possibly could!

There were four total equipment slots, each with a specific function: two for weapons (left and right), and two for accessories (head and body), each corresponding to a specific item.

The Oversized Boning Knife went in the left slot, and the Glock 17 with Infinite Magazine in the right.

The [Butcher's Heart] was a body slot accessory.

The moment Guanshan equipped the [Butcher's Heart], he immediately felt a second heartbeat pulsing in his chest, resonating with his own.

"Thump! Thump! Thump!"

It was stronger, wilder—each pump of blood seemed to carry with it the yearning of a dead soul longing to tear everything apart.

But this heart was, after all, a simulation. After just a few hallucination-like beats, it stilled once more.

"Phew..."

Guanshan pressed a hand to his chest and took a deep breath. A thin layer of reassurance settled over him.

Even knowing this was all simulated, the overwhelming tide of unknown horror crashing toward him still triggered visceral panic.

But thankfully... he wasn't the clueless newbie from his first simulation anymore!

Guanshan glanced at the items still in his backpack. No matter what kind of monster appeared next, he had the confidence to face it.

The first time the lights flickered, the fleshy wall had only covered the middle section of the bus, wrapping around the passenger's corpse and seat, leaving only the severed neck exposed.

From a distance, it resembled some grotesque statue.

At the far end of the cabin, the driver—who had remained utterly unnoticeable until now—slowly rose from his seat.

"Click."

With deliberate composure, he extended a gloved hand and opened the partition door beside him.

He lifted his head and looked straight at Guanshan—or rather, he didn't. He had no eyes.

So it couldn't really be called "eye contact" in the traditional sense.

In fact, the driver didn't have any facial features at all.

Yet Guanshan still felt an eerie, bone-chilling sensation—like he was being watched.

The driver's face looked like a ball of kneaded dough, or perhaps a grotesque amalgamation of countless overlapping human faces, all twisted in expressions of crying or struggling.

But if you stared too long, you'd realize—there was nothing there at all.

This "eye contact" didn't last long.

Just as Guanshan stood frozen, a status interface floated into view before his eyes.

[BOSS [Faceless] Driver (lv.10)]

[HP: 10,000]

[Description: Your face is my face.]

"Shit!"

Guanshan didn't even have time to panic—he just stared wide-eyed at the information screen and counted the zeros again to make sure he wasn't mistaken.

Ten thousand HP. A full ten thousand!

He was stunned. What level of madness was this?

He was only level 9. Even with the 10% passive boost from Pile of Rotten Flesh, he only had 990 HP. The boss was just one level higher, yet its health was ten times his!

Guanshan didn't understand, but he was thoroughly shaken.

Was this game even playable?!

Am I really playing Horror Game Simulator... or Sekiro: Shadows Die Twice?

Well, in a way, Sekiro could count as a horror game too... After all, what normal game lets you die hundreds or thousands of times, scarring you psychologically in the process?

And right now, there weren't even any small monsters left to farm for EXP.

In other words, he was expected to take on a ten-thousand-HP boss with just one thousand HP...

Ha. Hahaha... Maybe suicide's the better option?

Guanshan was just about ready to pass out from frustration when—

The lights flickered again.

Darkness swallowed everything—then light returned.

This time, what appeared before Guanshan was a world completely engulfed in pulsating flesh.

The bus's steel framework had been entirely consumed by the mass of blood and meat. Every seat, pole, and handrail was now wrapped in veiny tendrils, twitching and writhing like they could pounce at any moment.

Guanshan instinctively stepped back, but even the floor beneath his shoes gave off a soft, slimy squish.

It was revolting—deeply, viscerally uncomfortable.

He took another deep breath, trying to calm himself.

Sure, it was a monster with ten times his HP. But thinking back to the Meat Restaurant, he'd been a level 1 whiteboard back then, and still managed to defeat a level 8 BOSS Chef.

That had also been a tenfold difference. And back then, he didn't even have this kind of gear.

So maybe... the simulator's difficulty curve wasn't as outrageous as it seemed...

"Screee—"

A sharp metallic screech rang out from above.

Guanshan shivered—his scalp went cold.

No, it wasn't just a feeling. It was literally cold!

He jerked his head up—and saw a sliver of moonlight piercing through the roof of the bus.

In this bleak and terrifying environment, that sliver of moonlight shone like a beacon in the darkness—bright and deadly.

Because following it was the sharp, segmented limb of a long, grotesque black insect!

Through the hole torn in the rooftop, he caught a fleeting glimpse of a massive, monstrous spider crouched on top of the bus, stabbing one of its razor-sharp limbs into the cabin below.

[[Insect Cage] Spider (lv.9)]

[HP: 1,200]

[Description: It weaves only nightmares.]

"Shit!"

Guanshan barely managed to dodge with a clumsy roll.

But even so, the blade-like edge of the limb grazed his face, leaving a deep gash.

HP -5!

Before he could even feel relief, a new status appeared.

[Poisoned]

And beneath his HP bar, another green progress bar materialized.

The system helpfully explained—

[Negative Status Buffer Activated]

[When afflicted by a negative status, a buffer period begins. If the status isn't removed before the bar empties, a portion of HP will be lost gradually.]

"How considerate of you... Seriously, this time you're actually being considerate."

Guanshan hadn't expected the poison effect to come with a grace period—how thoughtful of Horror Game Simulator!

Fortunately, the Beginner Survival Kit he'd spent 648 credits on included a "First Aid Bandage." Not only did it restore a large amount of HP, it also cured negative effects!

"Thank god. Once again, beginner packs prove to be a developer's final act of mercy toward players!"

Flanked by the Driver and the Spider, Guanshan used the "First Aid Bandage," ignoring the wound on his face as he quickly wrapped it around his wrist.
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Just as the Special Security Unit had suspected, the "Killer Bees" were indeed after Guanshan.

A "normal human" with no detectable energy level, yet capable of killing two D-rank ability-users—that incident had drawn far too many unseen eyes that night.

Some were scrutinizing. Some, curious. And of course... some were malicious.

Especially considering the so-called "Sublimation Candy" developed by the Killer Bees.

It was a drug that forced ordinary people to awaken abilities by overdrawing their life force. In other words, it only worked on those without detectable energy.

The Killer Bees needed a wide variety of subjects to test its effects.

Zhao Hong and his wife had been the previous victims.

And this time, they had set their sights on someone even better—practically the perfect specimen: Guanshan.

Two operatives had been dispatched by the Killer Bees.

Taoluo and BK.

Taoluo's codename was "Worker Bee 4," while BK's was "Worker Bee 10."

In the Killer Bees organization, one could only inherit a codename by defeating or killing the current holder or the next in rank.

That meant Taoluo ranked fourth in combat strength among the Worker Bees.

But... that was only among the Worker Bees. The Drones didn't bother with missions this simple.

That's right—simple.

To Taoluo, this assignment was laughably easy.

From every angle, the target was at most a D-rank Flesh-Type ability-user—aside from his sharp perception and a rumored self-healing ability through devouring flesh, there was nothing remarkable about him.

The lack of energy response was probably just a disguise.

Even his later performance had only amounted to killing two D-ranks.

Big deal. Who hasn't?

Taoluo had just advanced to C-rank and was brimming with confidence in his strength.

From personal experience, using the skin of a newly acquired D-rank ability-user, he had come to appreciate the qualitative leap between D-rank and C-rank!

"I wonder... will this guy's face feel any different when I peel it off?"

Taoluo licked the corner of his mouth, visibly intrigued.

His favorite hobby was collecting the faces of the defeated—turning them into eternal trophies.

Though he could barely suppress his excitement, he still had to play his role as the "Driver" convincingly.

It was up to the organization to handle how to deceive the Special Security Unit. All he had to do was wait for the right moment.

Once BK, who possessed spatial-type abilities, teleported Xia Lei five kilometers away into the city—

By the time that B-rank ability-user returned, all he'd find would be the corpse of his subordinate.

The more Taoluo thought about it, the more thrilled he became. Killing someone right under the nose of a B-rank ability-user—this was a first for him.

"Knock knock."

A tapping sound came from the left-side glass window. Taoluo knew it was BK signaling that he was about to act.

Taoluo looked at the child peeking down from the bus roof. Because of his extremely thin frame, his head appeared abnormally large. When he stared at someone with those unblinking eyes, he looked quite terrifying.

This child, who had only recently joined the Killer Bees as a semi-successful test subject of the "Sublimation Candy," had once been a nameless street orphan, picked up by a member of the organization and fed the candy on a whim.

To their surprise, he awakened a rare spatial-type ability: teleportation.

Unfortunately, the Sublimation Candy at the time was still unstable, and the power it unlocked was far beyond what a chronically malnourished child could handle.

The moment BK awakened, the surge of immense, intricate energy even gave him the physical durability of a D-rank Flesh-Type ability-user.

An ability-user who possessed both strength and teleportation—on paper, it sounded perfect.

But sadly, BK only had one month left to live.

"Make the most of what we have..."

From behind, Taoluo heard the sound of the Special Security Unit operative's head hitting the floor and chuckled.

"Well, that about wraps it up. Time to send our dear journalist on his final journey."

He calmly brought the bus to a stop before stepping away from the driver's seat. Tugging at his gloves, he walked toward Guanshan, who was retreating in terror.

Under the bleak bus lights, Guanshan's pale and panic-stricken face was clearly visible.

"Haha... that's it, that's the look. Let's see more of that."

Taoluo raised his hand. His sensory control had already spread throughout the vehicle—the metal within was now under his command, shaped by his will.

"If you're already this scared, I can't wait to see your face when you're torn to pieces!"

At that moment, BK made his move. A poisoned blade pierced through the roof seam and stabbed at Guanshan with lightning speed.

Wuhu~

Taoluo inwardly applauded the strike.

The blade had been coated with a powerful neurotoxin—even Flesh-Type ability-users couldn't resist it.

Just three seconds after entry, the toxin would paralyze the nervous system, effectively declaring death.

And judging by Guanshan's reaction speed, Taoluo's assessment had been spot-on.

This guy was, at best, a D-rank Flesh-Type ability-user. He'd been overestimated... there was no need to waste a dose of Sublimation Candy on someone who already had powers.

Just as Taoluo prepared to count down those final three seconds and end the journalist's life in the most painful way possible—

He saw Guanshan, scrambling in panic, suddenly pull out a roll of bandages from who-knew-where.

"A bandage?"

Taoluo blinked, momentarily unable to process what he was seeing.

"Is he... trying to stop the bleeding with that?"

He found it both ridiculous and hilarious. "So scared he's lost his mind? And wasn't he wounded on the face? What's he gonna do—wrap up his whole head?"

No matter how inexperienced someone was, no one would try to bandage their face in the middle of such an intense fight!

Taoluo could only chalk up Guanshan's bizarre action to sheer panic.

So he decided to watch with interest, curious to see what Guanshan was planning. Watching prey flail in their final moments was one of his favorite pastimes.

But Guanshan didn't wrap the bandage around his head.

He wrapped it around his hand.

Taoluo blinked again, then finally burst out laughing.

"Hahaha... interesting, very interesting. I almost don't want to kill you now. But a mission is a mission."

After a moment's thought, he graciously added, "Tell you what—I'll give you the duration of the Sublimation Candy's effect to struggle for your life. Consider it a reward for your little performance—"

"Be grateful... and struggle."

——

Sweat dripping down his forehead, Guanshan watched the faceless monster in front of him waving its arms and making a series of distorted, unintelligible noises.

Then it pulled out an orange candy-like object and began walking toward him.

Guanshan had a feeling this thing was about to unleash something nasty.

His hands moved even faster, wrapping the bandage tight.

[First Aid Bandage]

[Effect: Instantly restores 20% HP; removes Poison, Stun, Slow, and other negative statuses.]

[Description: For external and internal use. Cures all ills.]

All you had to do was finish wrapping it around your body to activate it. Even though it claimed to be both external and internal—what kind of messed-up simulator was this?!

The "cures all ills" part was obviously an exaggeration, but the effect was real.

Even though Guanshan was still nearly full HP, using the First Aid Bandage now felt like a necessary waste—he couldn't afford to stay under that [Poisoned] status.

Even at full health, one wrong move from that level-10 monster could one-shot him.

Add poison on top of that? No thanks.

Fortunately, thanks to the monster's inexplicable pause earlier, Guanshan had spotted the only usable item in this entire scene.

Right there, on the neck stump of the passenger cocooned in flesh, were three glowing words:

[Explosive Device]
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[Explosive Device (Level 2)]  

[Effect: Upon detonation, deals immediate large-area damage and applies 7 burn damage per second, while destroying the surrounding environment.]  

[Description: Art is＿＿ (Please fill in the appropriate word).]

Guanshan's gaze lingered on the empty neck for a moment.  

Then he remembered—this passenger had been wearing a rather eccentric black collar earlier. Judging by the location... that had to be the explosive device?

That's insane!  

What kind of lunatic straps a bomb to their own neck?  

No—this wasn't even a matter of sanity. No normal person would ever do that!

But right now, Guanshan was inside a horror game scenario generated by the simulator, so, in a twisted way, it made perfect sense.  

Perfect sense!

If a "common" Glock 17 could show up inside a restaurant, then a bomb on a passenger bus was hardly something worth freaking out over.  

After all, this was a horror game, right?

In fact, Guanshan was now more certain than ever that the moment he boarded this bus, he had already entered some kind of virtual space created by the simulator—  

Not when the voice had said, "Scene scan complete..."

That poor passenger who had become a headless corpse was probably just another part of the simulation.  

Hmph. Using time-lag to enhance realism and scare the player—this simulator was evil!

"Based on my first run, the simulator never creates a truly hopeless situation. Every item and scene element should serve as a viable breakthrough point."  

Guanshan's brain spun rapidly. "And when the Driver appeared, the biggest change was the spread of that fleshy membrane covering the entire bus interior."

All around him, including beneath his feet, were those grotesque clusters of purplish-red veins pulsating with ominous energy.  

They weren't just part of the scenery—they radiated an almost tangible sense of danger, as if they could lunge at him at any second.  

They squirmed... like something alive.

Guanshan's eyes narrowed. "That flesh wall—it might actually be part of the Driver itself!"  

"As long as I'm inside this bus, I'm under its control. Maybe that's why it hasn't shown much aggression so far... because it doesn't need to."

"But... if that's the case, then this Explosive Device—which causes large-area damage and environmental destruction—might just be the key to turning the tide!"

"When the Driver approaches, it'll have to pass by the corpse. To deal the most damage, I need to strike when it's closest to the explosive. I only get one shot."

"And once the bus is destroyed, I'll use the Crowbar to force the door open..."

Guanshan steadied himself with a deep breath, adjusting his stance and focus.  

After hitting level 9, his physical abilities had undergone a massive leap, and his control over his body had improved dramatically.

Take that Spider Monster's strike earlier—if it had hit the old him, his face would've been shredded beyond repair. A fatal blow, no question.  

But now? It had only dealt a light "-5" and left a bloody gash.

If he faced that Chef again, Guanshan was confident he could go toe-to-toe even unarmed.

As for whether his body could keep up with the speed of his growth? No worries—the simulator handled all that...

"Bang! Bang! Bang!"

At that moment—  

Heavy thuds echoed from the bus roof above, sometimes accompanied by the sharp screech of metal grating against something hard.

It wasn't hard to imagine the Spider Monster up there, crawling with its bladed limbs.  

Its massive, grotesque body pressed the steel roof downward, while those sharp appendages pierced through the metal, leaving deep gashes.

"...Great. Not only does the simulator solve problems, it creates new ones."  

"Once I get out, I still have to face that venomous spider. And if I get stabbed again, I've got no second bandage."

Guanshan glanced at the Faceless Driver, now drawing closer. He focused intently on the spider's shifting steps above and gritted his teeth.  

"In that case... I'll take them both out at once!"

"Thump..."

The spider's footsteps grew louder, spreading like ripples across the still night.

With his enhanced hearing and sharpened focus, Guanshan could now pinpoint the spider's exact position with ease.

"Hee hee... kekeke... heh heh... hahaha..."  

Inside the bus, the Driver swayed its head back and forth, emitting strange, distorted laughter.  

Its face kept morphing as it slowly advanced.

Guanshan's palms were slick with sweat, his heartbeat racing as he edged closer toward the back door, sealed shut by the flesh wall.

He closed his eyes. In his mind, the entire bus unfolded like a blueprint. The Driver and the Spider became two points of reference, both gradually drawing nearer to the passenger corpse at the center.

"Closer... just a little closer..."

The Driver had just passed the body.

And the Spider? It was positioned directly above it!

"Now!"

"Bang bang bang bang..."

Guanshan exhaled sharply and drew the Glock 17 from the void behind his back. He fired several successive shots at the corpse's neck.

The [Explosive Device]—the collar—flared red in his vision, just like a weak point.

The bullets raced straight toward it, too fast for the naked eye to follow.

The Driver froze, clearly caught off guard. Two seconds later, it let out a guttural, inhuman screech. Its entire face warped grotesquely.

"Grrrlaaaargh! Grrrlaaaargh!"

Its faceless visage twisted into something out of Edvard Munch's "The Scream."

All around, the fleshy walls of the bus went berserk.

They turned a livid, raging shade of purple-black, writhing like an ocean of fury.  

Some tendrils surged forward to intercept the bullets, while others lunged at Guanshan.

But Guanshan never looked back after pulling the trigger.

He spun around, switching from the Oversized Boning Knife to the Crowbar. He pulled it out, hooked the tip into the seam of the rear door, and as the flesh wall swarmed toward him—he yanked hard!

[Crowbar]  

[Effect: Opens any door that cannot be opened.]  

[Description: The holy sword of physics. You deserve it.]

"Crack! Clang!"

The rear door burst open. Guanshan leapt out.

——

Taoluo had never expected Guanshan to suddenly pull a gun.  

Where the hell did he get that from?!

No doubt about it—he had been played.

Furious, Taoluo commanded the metal of the bus.

It obeyed, morphing into spears that shot toward Guanshan as the rear door fused into a seamless slab of solid metal.

Sealed shut. Not a crack left behind.

"Let's see where you think you're going now!"

Taoluo sneered with triumph—  

Only for that smirk to freeze on his face the next second.

Guanshan, from who-knows-where, had pulled out a Crowbar and jammed it straight into the center of the metal block.

Then—

Like Moses parting the Red Sea—

The door split in two.

(To be continued.)
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Taoluo's mocking grin froze the moment it appeared, leaving a comically twisted expression on his face.

He stared in disbelief at the metal block in front of him, which had split smoothly and cleanly down the center, as if it had always been two separate pieces. His mind teemed with question marks.

No way—how did that even open?! That wasn't a door anymore!

He was sure he had activated his ability to completely seal the entire door with a solid wall of metal. There shouldn't have been even the tiniest gap left!

As for how that Crowbar had appeared out of thin air—just like the handgun earlier—Taoluo no longer cared to investigate. Fine. Let's just say that's Guanshan's actual ability.

A spatial-type ability, huh? Rare, sure, but not beyond comprehension.

But what he really wanted to know now was—how the hell did that thing pierce straight into a solid five-centimeter-thick block of metal without the slightest resistance? And how did it split the whole slab cleanly in two in an instant?!

Could a mere crowbar even do something like that?!

Huh? Someone explain this right now!!!

Of course, there was no explanation.

All Taoluo could do was grit his teeth and watch helplessly as Guanshan leapt out of the bus. He quickly reformed a cluster of sharp metal spikes and directed them to chase after the escapee.

So what if he got out?

That idiot had just thrown away his only chance at surviving!

Taoluo shouted, "BK, kill him!"

He didn't care one bit about the bullets from earlier.

Because bullets were made of metal.

And within his domain, metal was nothing more than a plaything at his fingertips.

Sure, his ability had only just broken through to C-rank, and compared to most elemental ability-users, it was still relatively weak. So controlling metal objects already in motion—like bullets—was tricky.

But slowing them down, softening the metal, or intercepting them mid-air? That was easy.

Taoluo had never considered bullets to be a threat.

However, when he attempted to take control of them—he realized the bullets weren't moving at all!

His will couldn't attach to them at all!

"What?! That's impossible!"

Taoluo was stunned.

His metal spikes were still chasing after Guanshan. His ability clearly wasn't failing. That meant—these bullets couldn't be metal... right!

Realization struck. That was it. They weren't made of metal!

He might not be able to control them, but if they weren't metal, they also wouldn't be able to pierce the special black explosive collar and trigger a detonation. So it had to be a bluff—a feint to mislead. That journalist had some tricks up his sleeve...

Just as he was thinking that—

A volley of bullets streaked through the air. Three of them hit the collar dead-on with pinpoint accuracy.

Contrary to Taoluo's expectation.

The sheer kinetic energy behind the bullets drove them straight through the collar's outer shell, shattering the internal detonator.

Metal clashed against metal, and sparks exploded in an instant.

——

The rear door burst open.

Guanshan dove out of the bus, rolled across the ground, and immediately switched from the Crowbar to the Oversized Boning Knife.

Just as he completed the motion—

"Boom!"

A deafening explosion erupted behind him. Scorching heat surged in waves, lifting the hem of his coat and nearly knocking him off his feet. The shockwave rippled outward, shaking the surrounding trees.

Guanshan turned to steady himself, eyes widening at the sight of the bus—nearly torn in half, debris flying everywhere.

"This Level 2 Explosive Device... packs more punch than I expected."

According to the simulator, explosive devices—like skills—were divided into five levels.

If Level 2 was already this intense, would Level 5 be... a nuke?

Yikes... better not imagine that.

Now that he was outside, Guanshan could see that the bus wasn't just covered in those disgusting purplish-red flesh walls on the inside—they wrapped around the exterior too.

The explosive must've been laced with an incendiary agent. Flames clung to the flesh walls, and the extreme heat had even melted the core area. Drops of mysterious black fluid dripped steadily onto the ground.

The entire fleshy structure writhed in apparent agony, groaning with deep, guttural sounds. It no longer resembled a bus—it looked like a monster dragged straight out of hell.

The Driver staggered out from the wreckage, clutching its faceless head as if dazed. Its clothes were shredded, one arm completely gone.

Flames wrapped around its body, and numbers floated above it repeatedly: "-7" "-7" "-7"...

Only now, after leaping to safety, did Guanshan finally check the info—and was shocked to discover that the Driver's HP had dropped by a full two-thirds!

That explosion alone had blasted off six thousand HP from the Final Boss!

"I knew it! The explosive device marked with a hint had to be the key!"

Guanshan's heart leapt with joy.

But then came the sobering thought—six thousand down still left four thousand to go... That was still a colossal wall to climb.

"Still, better than ten thousand. Four thousand HP—he's got a burn debuff now. If I kite him and keep aiming for weak points, I can definitely wear him down."

Guanshan reassured himself, then suddenly tensed. "Wait... there's still one more monster!"

"Hissss..."

A strange sound came from above. A shadow loomed over his head, and his heart skipped a beat. He immediately raised the Oversized Boning Knife.

The next moment, the massive Spider Monster dropped from the sky, its bladed limbs slashing down like guillotine blades.

"Shit! It can teleport?!"

"Clang!"

A sharp metallic clang rang out. It felt like he'd just caught a two-hundred-pound man with his bare hands. The weight of the Oversized Boning Knife pressed down hard on his shoulder and elbow.

HP -10!

"Damn! That hit was brutal! Stronger than getting slashed!"

Guanshan made a snap decision and activated [Butcher's Heart].

"Thump!"

The second heartbeat echoed again—this time it didn't vanish like an illusion. It instantly pumped out blood seething with murderous intent.

With each thunderous beat, Guanshan could feel the blood surging from his chest to every limb.

The veins on his forehead bulged. A tremendous power erupted through his body wherever the blood flowed.

"Only got thirty seconds!"

His eyes sharpened. He blocked the spider's strike effortlessly with one hand, then stepped forward instead of retreating. Twisting the blade in a flourish, he plunged it into the Spider Monster's body, smashing it into the floor and pinning it down.

In his other hand, he drew his secondary weapon—the Glock 17.

"You wanna teleport, huh? I can't beat a level 10, but at level 9? You think I'm scared? Go to hell!"

The dark barrel aimed straight at the Spider Monster's weak point—its central eye.

Guanshan fired multiple rounds—all bullseyes.

-324!

-300!

-402!

-200!

"Skreeee—!"

The Spider Monster let out a wail, toppled backward, and died on the spot.

Guanshan didn't pause for a second. He didn't even glance at the level-up notification. He pulled out the [Flesh-Entwined Parasites] and devoured them to heal.

He had a bad feeling—the Driver's stun from the explosion wouldn't last much longer.

+10 HP, +10 HP, +10 HP...

One healing tick appeared after another.

And sure enough, his instincts were right.

He hadn't even finished swallowing the healing item when he heard an inhuman shriek, followed by the sound of something slicing through the air.

"Whoosh whoosh whoosh—shhk!"

Several dark tendrils, grotesquely inflated and formed from rotting tumors, shot toward him—piercing through his chest and abdomen, then twisting viciously.

HP -920!

His entire screen turned blood red—a critical warning of dangerously low health.

"Goddamn it... screw this game!"

Guanshan nearly lost his soul from the shock. He thought he was done for.

Cursing furiously, he stared at the gaping wounds in his body, then yanked out an [Adrenaline Injector] from his backpack—

And stabbed it straight into his chest!
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[Adrenaline Injector]  

[Effect: Instantly restores HP to full and doubles maximum HP; after 10 seconds, HP is forcibly reduced to "1."]  

[Description: Do you want to be a worthless mutt for life, or a hero for 10 seconds?]  

Crude and simple as it sounded, this was a real, honest-to-god lifesaving miracle.

The moment Guanshan stabbed himself with the injector, the dark red overlay in his vision vanished in an instant.

"Man, that 648-yuan Beginner Survival Kit is already almost used up. The simulator must've calculated this in advance! No newbie would survive without buying it!"

Guanshan couldn't help but rant furiously in his head.

He blinked in a daze. The gaping holes left by the tendrils were gone—not just the wounds, but the blood too. Even his clothes were pristine, like nothing had touched them.

It was as if something had hit a "refresh" button on his entire body.

The brutal battle just now felt like nothing more than a dream.

Guanshan glanced at his HP—it now read 2200.

Why 2200? Shouldn't it be 990 × 2 = 1980?

Oh, right—he had leveled up after killing the Spider Monster. The simulator's HUD still displayed the lingering notifications:

[EXP +1800]  

[lv.9 → lv.10 (Unbroken)]  

[Current EXP: 1150/1000 (Unbroken)]  

[Current HP: 1100/1100 (Unbroken)]  

[*Notice: After reaching Level 10, EXP is capped at 1000. Complete a breakthrough quest to level up further and unlock additional store items and features.]  

"What the hell kind of scam is this?!"

Guanshan felt like this damn simulator was going to be the death of him. Even at a life-or-death moment like this, he couldn't help but fantasize about slapping the crap out of it.

He was dying—and it still wouldn't let him level up?

Frustrated and trembling with rage, he could only curse under his breath. The simulator wasn't even a physical entity—there was nothing he could punch.

But Guanshan was different. He was flesh and blood—one jab from a monster and he'd be dead.

So, the instant the [Adrenaline Injector] took effect, he turned and bolted!

But he wasn't running away—he was charging straight at the Driver.

"I've stacked every buff I've got. Now it's do or die!"

Teeth clenched, Guanshan made up his mind. He swallowed another dose of Parasites and locked onto the Driver's movements, ready to dodge at any moment.

Sure, even with over 2000 HP, he still had half the health of the enemy's 4000.

But compared to how it started—this was nothing!

And the [Butcher's Heart] buff was still active.

The two effects combined—this wasn't just 1+1=2. It was more like synergy in overdrive.

Guanshan felt like he could rip the Hulk apart with his bare hands... okay, maybe not quite. But his survival chances had definitely skyrocketed!

"At the very least, it's gonna take two hits to kill me now, right?"

He tried to joke to himself through the pressure.

But... was it his imagination, or did the Driver just take a half-step back when he charged?

——

Taoluo stared in horror at the scene before him.

A deep, primal fear surged through him—born from witnessing something he couldn't comprehend.

That journalist had been impaled by three or four metal spikes. His torso was a mangled mess, intestines spilled all over the ground.

By all logic, the man should've been long dead.

And Taoluo fully believed that was the case.

He didn't think Guanshan had any chance of turning the tide.

But then, as he retracted the metal spikes, he saw Guanshan pull out another injector—and stab it straight into his chest.

"Hah, thinking some miracle drug's gonna save you now? Dream on."

Taoluo scoffed at Guanshan's futile gesture.

If medicine that could resurrect the dead existed, wouldn't the world already be—

And then he saw it.

A scene that would haunt him for the rest of his life.

Guanshan's body reversed through time—organs spilled across the ground flowed back into his chest and abdomen. Blood and flesh reassembled, stitched themselves together, and fused into one seamless whole.

Even his clothes were restored.

"There's no way... no way a single injector could do that!"

One shock after another piled onto Taoluo. His understanding of reality began to unravel.

So much so that when Guanshan charged at him, he instinctively stepped back.

But the moment he did, shame and fury surged through him.

"What the hell am I afraid of?! I'm not scared! No way I'm scared!"

"He's messing with my head! What the hell is this guy's ability?!"

"Whoosh whoosh whoosh—"

Taoluo unleashed a furious barrage of metal, reshaping it into various forms and hurling them at Guanshan.

Whether he genuinely wanted to kill him—or just keep him away—even Taoluo wasn't sure anymore...

"Clang! Clank!"

Guanshan swung the Oversized Boning Knife with one hand, his focus razor sharp as he blocked each tendril with precise timing.

At the same time, he raised the Glock 17—bullets rained down like a storm.

Despite being just a handgun, it felt like someone had unleashed a machine gun.

Unlimited ammo meant he didn't have to aim carefully.

Just hit something—any damage was better than none.

Taoluo finally realized something was wrong.

The Glock 17 was a classic firearm. Its name even came from its 17-round capacity.

But Guanshan had fired way more than 17 rounds by now...

"What the hell is this guy?! No—doesn't matter what he is. As long as he dies, he's nothing!"

Taoluo's mind teetered on the brink of collapse. The prolonged use of his ability gave him a splitting headache, but he didn't dare slow his attack.

"Swish swish swish!"

Guanshan threw everything he had into dodging and weaving through the tendrils. Finally, after taking another brutal hit that pierced straight through him again, he broke through—right in front of the Faceless Driver.

The Driver's HP had finally dropped to 1032!

That face—devoid of features—warped into something even more terrifying. Countless ghostly faces writhed across its surface like reflections in rippling water, overlapping like vengeful spirits.

The closer he got, the more horrifying it became.

Guanshan's scalp tingled with dread—but he noticed something crucial.

The Driver was backing away!

It only controlled the tendrils to attack, but its own retreat was slow.

What did that mean?

It meant this Boss sucked at close combat!

"If I can just get in close—victory is mine!"

Gripping that conviction, Guanshan shoved down the panic, ducked under a tendril, and rolled forward—slamming straight into the Driver's chest.

He drove the Oversized Boning Knife forward!

The blade sliced across the Driver's neck, leaving a bloody trail.

But then, the Driver suddenly raised its hand and clamped down on Guanshan's wrist. Its faceless visage twisted into a swirling vortex.

Taoluo's voice rang out, brimming with greed: "Ability—Extraction!"
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Taoluo, newly promoted to C-rank ability-user, didn't actually possess an elemental "metal manipulation" ability.

Or rather, he only temporarily had access to such a power.

His true ability belonged to the Trait-Type: "ability extraction."

As the name implied, Taoluo could extract abilities from others through physical contact—but the limitations were significant.

First, the target's energy level had to be lower than his own. Second, the physical contact had to last more than three seconds. And finally, he could only hold one ability at a time.

To acquire a new one, he had to refresh and overwrite the previous one.

And because his own energy level was still quite low, even when all the conditions were met, the extraction could still fail. Even when it succeeded, the ability's effectiveness was capped at roughly 60%...

It sounded a bit underwhelming—but in theory, it was downright overpowered.

As long as Taoluo managed to extract an ability from a powerful ability-user before they had fully matured, he could essentially make that power his own.

Even 60% would be more than enough—because the ability itself was already game-breaking.

After all, a skinny camel is still bigger than a horse, right?

No doubt about it—this was exactly what Taoluo had done.

He'd gotten incredibly lucky.

Taoluo had known how to hide his power from the moment he awakened.

As everyone knew, ability-users were ranked from F to S. F-rank and E-rank ability-users usually exhibited no outward signs of power. Aside from energy readings, they were basically indistinguishable from regular people.

The more visible ones might show faint sensitivity to weather or magnetic fields, or have minor telekinetic strength to move small objects.

The less impressive ones might just be unusually lucky or have a strange affinity with animals.

Most F and E-rank ability-users ended up posing as fortune tellers, mediums, or self-proclaimed psychics. They often formed small circles among themselves.

The authorities didn't bother regulating these circles. D-rank and below were too difficult to track—and not worth the effort.

All the Special Security Unit could do was assign their first six squads from the Earthly Branch to conduct routine investigations and registrations.

Back then, Taoluo was still a businessman.

Through various channels, he got in touch with one of those low-level ability-user gatherings—and he got lucky. There, he met a boy who had mistakenly assumed his "metal manipulation" ability was just weak telekinesis...

Well, maybe not quite a boy. He looked like a middle schooler.

To this day, Taoluo could still recall the scene from that gathering. The F and E-rank users had lit candles, chatting cheerfully, trading ghost stories and laughing together.

It had felt... cozy.

Then came the boy—half-grown, cocky as hell—proudly showing off his ability.

Every metal object in the room floated into the air. In an instant, the entire place went silent.

That shock, that faint sense of fear—it was unforgettable.

Someone noticed something strange and asked, "Why only metal?"

Taoluo remembered the boy's answer: "I don't know... I think I can only move things made of metal."

The group broke into excited discussion.

Eventually, the man hosting the gathering made a decision and told the boy, "Your ability might not be weak telekinesis at all, but an elemental-type 'metal manipulation.' I'll report this to the authorities so they can reevaluate your power and rank. It'll take about three days. Just stay home for now..."

After the gathering ended, Taoluo didn't leave.

He hid behind a wall, lit a cigarette, and listened to the host congratulating the boy's parents, fawning over the smug, clueless middle schooler.

Taoluo was a businessman. A merchant. And if there was a 50% profit margin, he'd take the risk.

But this? This was a 1000% return staring him in the face.

If only no one had to know. Why did they have to report it? Why couldn't they just mind their own damn business? Why couldn't they let him quietly... take that ability for himself?

For the next three days, Taoluo kept walking past the boy's house, those thoughts circling endlessly in his mind.

On the third day, the boy snuck out to go to an internet café with a classmate.

Taoluo chuckled to himself.

Still a kid, after all—how could he stay cooped up at home?

"Why couldn't you just behave, huh?"

"If you'd listened to the host, to your parents... or even to me, stayed still and done as you were told..."

"You'd still be alive."

Taoluo cupped the boy's chubby cheeks in his hands, squeezing his twisted face with a satisfied grin. "From now on, all the respect people give you—will be mine."

He waved his hand. A jagged, rusted blade from a nearby trash pile zipped through the air.

With that rusty shard, Taoluo took his first face.

Then, he walked out of the alley, bloodied hand pulling out a hundred-yuan bill and handing it to the boy's trembling classmate.

"Thanks for the help."

Taoluo's life changed forever that day.

As for what happened to the helpful classmate, he never bothered to find out.

Even now, looking back, Taoluo still considered himself lucky.

It wasn't until later that he learned about the three major ability classes: Flesh-Type, Trait-Type, and Elemental-Type.

Among them, the Elemental-Type was indisputably the strongest. Most Elemental-Type ability-users awakened at B-rank from the start.

He still didn't know how he'd managed to snag one classified as F-rank.

So Taoluo had always guarded this fortune carefully. From that day to this, he had never once switched abilities.

But now... someone more suitable had arrived!

A powerful ability with no energy level reading!

Taoluo's eyes gleamed with malevolent greed.

That hunger—suppressed for so many years, sharpened by all the faces he'd peeled and the people he'd killed—was screaming inside him.

Each time he encountered a strong new ability, he'd ask himself: was it worth giving up the one he had?

And every time, the answer had been no.

But this time was different.

Taoluo thought of Guanshan's spatial-type ability that allowed him to summon objects at will, of that strange crowbar, of that miracle injection that brought him back from the dead...

No doubt about it—this was worth it!!!

"Give me your ability! Hahahahahaha!!!"

Taoluo didn't even care about the Oversized Boning Knife digging deeper into his neck. He clamped down on Guanshan's arm and unleashed his true ability.

After all these years, that familiar thrill of ripping power from another returned.

Taoluo closed his eyes in bliss, feeling like a god descending from the heavens, ready to receive a new, immense power.

And just as he expected—

He felt it.

Power surged through his limbs, flooding every nerve and bone. It healed all his injuries in an instant.

He felt twice as strong—no, more than that!

"Boom!"

Grinning with savage delight, Taoluo flung the knife from his neck and hurled Guanshan away in one smooth motion, sending him tumbling across the ground.

Taoluo stared at his hands in ecstasy and roared with laughter. "I'm invincible! Hahahaha—guh?!"

His laugh barely lasted a second before it cut off sharply.

Taoluo's eyes widened in horror.

He felt like a balloon that had just been popped.

The power that had surged into him—was now vanishing just as quickly!

"No—no—no, don't go!"

Worse yet, a soul-wrenching agony erupted across his entire body.

It was as if his flesh was collapsing from the inside. Every muscle fiber twisted to the breaking point—then snapped. Blood burst from every pore.

Overwhelmed by the pain, Taoluo fell to his knees, trembling uncontrollably.

"Urgh..."

Guanshan, who had just scrambled back up, froze mid-step.

The [Butcher's Heart] and [Adrenaline Injector] buffs were gone.

The Boss had suddenly dropped to its knees, unmoving.

And... its HP was now at 1?

Guanshan stared blankly, completely lost.

He had no idea what had just happened.
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"It's over!"

That was Guanshan's first thought the moment the Faceless Driver suddenly surged forward, flinging the Oversized Boning Knife from his hand and sending Guanshan himself flying uncontrollably across the air.

In that instant, the force that erupted from the Driver was utterly unstoppable. Guanshan didn't even have a sliver of room to resist.

He felt like an infant wrestling with a full-grown adult—completely outmatched. For the first time, he truly understood what it meant to be "a mantis trying to stop a chariot" or "an ant shaking a tree"...

Yet just as he steeled himself for death and forced himself back onto his feet with grim resolve, ready to go all out with his Glock 17 and a healing item in hand—

He saw it.

The Boss's HP bar had dropped to just "1," and it had collapsed to its knees, trembling in agony, barely clinging to life.

Even that faceless face somehow radiated pain—its faceless features all puckered inward like a withered flower.

What... the hell?

I was ready to die here. I was already halfway to pissing myself in fear, and now you're giving me this?

Guanshan stared in disbelief.

He couldn't accept this.

Without hesitation, Guanshan raised his handgun and took aim at the Driver's head.

"Bang!"

Headshot. Instant kill.

The HP bar dropped to zero.

The Driver collapsed, writhing as one hand reached out toward Guanshan's direction—as if trying to grab him.

Only in death did Taoluo seem to realize that reflected in Guanshan's eyes... was nothing but a twisted, faceless visage.

In the end, the man named Taoluo never got the "face" he so desperately desired.

"Phew..."

As the simulator prompt appeared before him, Guanshan finally let out a long breath and wiped the cold sweat from his forehead.

He was starting to piece things together now. That Boss must've activated some kind of ability right before death, attempting to steal all the buffs off Guanshan's body.

But what the Boss didn't expect... was that those buffs, though powerful, came with a nasty backlash once the duration ended.

And so, the Boss ended up screwing himself—triggering that cursed "HP forcibly reduced to 1 after 10 seconds" effect.

"What can I even say... this Boss really is the unluckiest bastard alive."

Guanshan gave a dry chuckle, deeply thankful he'd used the [Adrenaline Injector] when he did.

Otherwise, even though the [Butcher's Heart] effect would've worn off after a few seconds, it would've taken him a long, grueling fight to finish off the Boss—and there was a real chance he might've lost.

This way? It couldn't have gone any smoother.

He opened the simulator prompts.

[EXP +12000]  

[Current EXP: 13150/1000 (Not Yet Broken Through)]  

[Current HP: 1100/1100 (Not Yet Broken Through)]  

[Final Boss Defeated]  

[Simulation Complete. This Scenario Will Be Destroyed Shortly. Please Exit Promptly.]  

[Countdown: 00:59]

"Whoa, twelve thousand EXP!"

Guanshan's eyes went wide. Seeing such a generous number, all the terror and torment he'd just endured instantly vanished.

"Worth it. Totally worth it. I burned both of the only healing items in the Beginner Survival Kit and nearly died... but this simulator actually has a conscience."

He felt great now.

Absolutely refreshed.

But Guanshan didn't stay happy for long. He suddenly remembered—he hadn't completed his breakthrough quest. No matter how much EXP he had now, it was useless.

His face fell again.

"If this damn simulator didn't have level breakthrough restrictions, that would've been perfect!"

Since this scenario had taken place inside a bus, its destruction likely just meant the destruction of the bus itself.

Guanshan was already outside, so the countdown wasn't much of a concern.

He stepped away from the bus wreckage, gathered all the loot he could find, and grumpily continued reading the results screen.

[Simulation Ended: Last Bus]  

[Final Boss Killed: 1/1 (Rating ↑↑)]  

[Elite Monster Killed: 1/1 (Rating ↑)]  

[Items Obtained: Sublimation Candy ×1, Toxin Ointment ×1, Someone's Bank Card ×1, Damaged Metal Plaque ×1, Worker Bee Pendant ×1]  

[Evaluation Rating: Perfect (All Loot Retained)]  

[Rewards Obtained: Game Coins ×5000, Skill Points ×2]  

[Achievement Unlocked: No Survivors (Cleared All Monsters in Two Consecutive Scenarios)]  

[Achievement Reward: Skill Book [Runic Inscription] ×1]  

[All Rewards Have Been Sent to Inventory. Please Check.]  

[Breakthrough Quest Unlocked. Please View and Complete as Required.]  

[Settlement Complete. Please Wait Patiently for the Next Simulation.]

"Boom!"

Guanshan covered his ears as the leaking bus, fueled by lingering flames, exploded into a blazing fireball—like fireworks tearing through the night.

The two corpses nearby were swallowed by the unnatural flames, reduced to drifting ash.

Guanshan muttered, "This simulator really loves explosions."

Once the chaos subsided, all that remained was the charred wreckage of the bus sprawled across the road.

The night remained still and silent.

As for Guanshan, he picked up his phone, sent a message to Shen Dinghua, then dialed 120...

"Hello? Emergency services?"

"Jiuquan Station, yeah—on the road nearby. A bus just crashed. I have no idea what happened. It just... exploded."

——

By the time the three members of the You Division's First Squad escaped the teleportation maze that BK had set up—well, that had collapsed after BK's death—and rushed over in a panic...

This was the scene they arrived to.

The bus wreckage still burned with a blazing fury from the explosion. And standing a short distance away by a guardrail, Guanshan leaned casually, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a phone.

In the night wind, his silhouette looked world-weary, like someone who had seen far too much.

Faintly, they could overhear him calling emergency services.

Given that this was miles away from the fierce battle or brutal slaughter they had expected, the three decided to observe from a distance for now, out of caution.

Gao Ye gripped her longsword tightly, staying on guard. She whispered, "What about those two energy signatures?"

Chen Pengyun fiddled with the energy scanner, confused. "The readings... they're gone? Completely gone?"

Gao Ye paused. "Either they're masking their signatures... or they're dead."

Chen Pengyun shook his head. "Just thirty seconds ago, the readings were still there. And... based on the fluctuations, it didn't look like the target was in any danger."

Tang Zhi inhaled sharply, looking like he'd seen a ghost. "So... he killed both of them? Again?"

Last time, it was two D-ranks. This time, a D-rank and a C-rank.

What next? They didn't even dare to imagine...

At this point, no one dared to question whether Guanshan had an ability.

After all, even among the First Squad, only Gao Ye was C-rank.

Now, they were all just dying to know—what exactly was his ability?

Some time passed.

The distant sound of ambulance sirens approached.

Tang Zhi couldn't help but ask, "So... what do we do now? Just stand here?"

Gao Ye kept her eyes on Guanshan, finally sheathing her sword. "Stay alert for any movements nearby. There might still be enemies lying in wait. We'll act once Mr. Xia arrives."

Tang Zhi: "Got it."

And so, the three of them stood there, blank-faced, watching as Guanshan calmly spoke to the paramedics, pointed at his scrapes and bruises, and weakly climbed into the ambulance—then rode off into the night.

Somehow... something about all this just felt off.
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Tang Zhi scratched his head. "Why do I feel like... we didn't do anything, and this whole outing was just us cleaning up his mess?"

Chen Pengyun quipped, "Isn't that a good thing? What, you wanted to go toe-to-toe with that C-rank?"

Tang Zhi chuckled awkwardly. "Fair point. Cleaning up's not so bad."

The trio waited for about ten minutes.

And then... the Special Security Unit's logistics team arrived.

They quickly sealed off the area, collected the bodies of Taoluo and BK, and began professionally covering up the incident as if it were a traffic accident.

Clearly, from the moment this operation began, the Special Security Unit had already taken control of all local law enforcement.

Just like in the operation against Zhao Hong and his wife—only with this kind of control could they suppress information swiftly and handle cleanup efficiently.

That previous operation, however, had been a textbook failure.

Even the commanding officer had ended up compromised by the enemy, which meant the entire mission had been flawed from the start.

Without reporting up the chain, they had acted on their own, mislabeling fifteen customers—already turned into Fang Minmin's puppets—as "hostages who could still be saved." To avoid alarming the enemy, they ordered capable combatants to hold back and refrained from a full lockdown of the restaurant, sending only the weakly ranked Lin Shuman in for infiltration...

It all sounded logical and well-reasoned, but came dangerously close to causing an even greater catastrophe.

As a result, Lin Wu, the Captain of the Third Squad, was suspended for a month, with the Vice Captain temporarily taking over his duties.

Though everything that followed was Fang Minmin's doing, the root cause had been Lin Wu's poor judgment—he had brought the initial infected puppet to the research facility, triggering the entire chain of events.

Still, the injuries he sustained from forcibly fighting the parasite required about a month of recovery and observation. A minor punishment, but a clear warning.

All in all, it wasn't without reason that the logistics division held up half the sky in the Special Security Unit.

With their support, ability-users could truly fight at full potential.

Gao Ye spoke with the logistics team leader to confirm the identities of the two deceased ability-users.

"One of them was a C-rank ability-user with the codename 'Worker Bee 4'—Taoluo. His ability falls under the dangerous Elemental-Type: metal manipulation. He was infamous in recent years for skinning his defeated foes. The other's true identity remains unknown, but he carried a pendant marked 'Worker Bee 10.' Most likely a newly recruited member."

The team leader briefly displayed the scorched pendant.

Inside the glass hung a strange insect, shaped like a hornet but far more grotesque. It was clearly dead.

He explained, "That's the Killer Bees' signature pendant. Rumor has it they're made by a Flesh-Type ability-user with a mutation specialization."

"This is a larva. As long as the stinger is embedded in someone, it links to their life force. The larva itself remains unharmed and will return on its own no matter how far it's thrown. Pendant holders can also sense each other's locations."

"The person carrying the queen can control all the larvae."

The team leader frowned. "What's strange is, we couldn't find Taoluo's pendant..."

"We didn't take it either," Gao Ye replied, shaking her head. Her frosty expression carried a trace of helplessness. "Probably that guy again."

Chen Pengyun didn't get it. "Why would he take it? As a trophy? But why only Taoluo's?"

Tang Zhi speculated, "Maybe because Taoluo was C-rank, and he thought the D-rank one was too weak to be worth it?"

Gao Ye's gaze darkened. She suddenly said, "It could also be because Taoluo had a habit of skinning his victims as trophies... so that guy took one from him in return."

"If we hadn't shown up, maybe he would've chosen... Taoluo's face?"

The thought was chilling—an eye-for-an-eye level of brutal retaliation.

Chen Pengyun shivered. "I told you that analyst was shady! Even his morals are out the window."

"Who the hell is this guy, really?"

Tang Zhi muttered, "Kills without blinking, and we still don't know his energy level or ability. We should recruit him soon... or detain him. Letting him wander around like this is making me nervous."

"Relax. Didn't he go to the hospital? We'll talk to him soon."

Xia Lei's voice drifted in, and the three turned toward it with relief.

He was pedaling up the slope on a shared bike, huffing with effort. The brakes squeaked as he stopped, wiped the sweat from his brow, and said, "Whew... Five kilometers on this thing. Damn near killed me."

The trio stared in disbelief. "Why'd you bike here? Didn't you contact logistics?"

Xia Lei spread his hands helplessly. "That teleportation was savage. Took me and left all my comms gear behind."

He hadn't expected the enemy to deploy a Spatial-Type ability-user so suddenly, and he'd been completely unprepared.

Though he was a B-rank ability-user and his energy level was higher than everyone else here combined, energy level alone didn't determine the threat level of an ability.

Abilities came in far too many forms.

Since records began, over a thousand types of abilities had been documented.

Among them, only the three hundred most dangerous were compiled into a booklet circulated among ability-users, ominously titled "The Victim List."

Why that name?

Because every time one of these dangerous abilities was discovered, it came with a victim's testimony...

Or suicide note.

Or corpse.

"When we arrived at the scene, all that was left was..."

That line appeared more than any other in the booklet's opening pages.

Over time, abilities were systematized into three major classes:

[Flesh-Type], [Elemental-Type], and [Trait-Type].

Flesh-Type was the most common and was divided into enhancement and mutation subtypes.

The main difference? Whether the body had undergone fundamental changes.

Put simply, "growing an extra arm" was enhancement. "Turning an arm into a wing" was mutation.

For instance, Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin—both killed by Guanshan—would be classified as Flesh-Type.

Zhao Hong simply enhanced his innate abilities, making him an enhancer.

Fang Minmin, on the other hand, transformed her flesh into semi-sentient bait and parasites. That was something no ordinary human could do, and it was spiritually linked—marking her as both a mutation and Trait-Type hybrid.

Despite the name, Flesh-Type didn't mean a bunch of muscle-bound freaks or twisted demon-looking people.

In fact, since "brain domain development" also fell under Flesh-Type enhancement, nearly all researchers in ability-user organizations were technically Flesh-Type.

Which meant Flesh-Type actually boasted the highest concentration of high-IQ individuals.

Elemental-Type abilities were extremely rare, but whenever they appeared, they were at least B-rank—universally recognized as top-tier.

Trait-Type abilities, meanwhile, were the most numerous and most chaotic.

It was a catch-all category. Anything that didn't fit elsewhere got dumped in here.

Over the years, it became a grab bag of strange and obscure powers, most often linked to "spirit," "rules," or "causality." Their effectiveness ranged wildly.

As such, Trait-Type ability-users were typically assigned to highly specialized missions.

This "Worker Bee 10" Killer Bee member they'd just encountered was a Trait-Type Spatial ability-user.

Despite Xia Lei's combat-focused ability, he'd been instantly teleported away and couldn't do a thing.

"Trait-Type ability-users... even at C-rank, they can't be underestimated. Sometimes, a unique ability can be more useful than an S-rank in the right situation."

Xia Lei sighed, then used the moment to share some hard-earned wisdom with the three younger ability-users before him.

"Come on, let's go find our 'great hero.'"

He emphasized those last words with a chuckle. "Thanks to him, we wiped out two Killer Bees. If this counts as an act of valor, someone should give him a medal."

——

Meanwhile.

The so-called "hero," Guanshan, lay in a hospital bed wrapped in bandages, checking the rewards from his latest simulation.
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In the middle of the night, the emergency services were eerily quiet. Occasionally, a nurse would push a cart piled high with medicine bottles and instruments down the hallway, the wheels clattering softly in the silence.

Guanshan lay on his hospital bed, pretending to look at his phone while actually reviewing his spoils.

This latest run in the Horror Game Simulator had been harrowing—danger levels had spiked more than just a little. There were several moments where, if not for Guanshan's quick reflexes, he would've been completely done for.

"Not good... I remember the first simulation had beginner tips and such. This time? Nothing at all. Does that mean... this is what a normal dungeon is actually like?"

He twitched the corner of his mouth wryly.

The Horror Game Simulator definitely lived up to its name. Even with weapons and gear, all he could do was run from the monsters...

Still, the rewards this time were significantly better than before.

The simulator's settlement screen had given him 5,000 Game Coins and 2 Skill Points—far more generous than the last run.

Staring at the number 5,625 on his Game Coin balance, Guanshan felt instantly rich.

Sweet.

Unfortunately, that looming "breakthrough quest" meant he still couldn't unlock more purchasable items in the store.

A clever housewife can't cook without rice. For now, all he could afford to buy was "Backpack Expansion Slot ×1."

Game Coins -1000.

Balance: 4625. Backpack slots increased to 11.

But oddly enough, the backpack didn't feel any roomier. In fact, it was more cramped than before.

Despite using up two consumables during his last run, the new items he'd acquired took up eight slots. It only emphasized how desperately he needed more storage space.

All rewards were delivered directly into his backpack, and if it ever filled up... he had no doubt that this damn simulator would simply destroy the excess.

That would be a huge loss!

"Let's see if there's anything I can use or equip right away—free up some slots."

He started going through the items one by one, and to his surprise, there were quite a few consumables this time.

[Sublimation Candy]  

[Effect: Randomly grants one Skill Book.]  

[Description: An experimental potential-enhancing drug crafted from rare materials. This particular one is nearly perfect in quality, extremely rare, and has no side effects—but still retains a high degree of randomness.]

Guanshan's eyes lit up. "Now that's a good find! I've got two Skill Points to spare. Since my HP is currently locked and the passive effect from [Pile of Rotten Flesh] isn't doing much, I might as well hold off on using that until after the breakthrough quest."

"If I get a useful skill, I'll learn it. If not, I'll just sell it back to the simulator for cash."

Perfect plan.

He immediately chose to use the item.

[Acquired Skill Book: [Gravity Manipulation] ×1]  

[Skill: Gravity Manipulation (Level 1)]  

[Type: Active]  

[Cooldown: 10 seconds]  

[Effect: Grants control over 50kg of gravity within a 20-meter radius; duration: 5 seconds.]  

[Description: Unless you've been hit on the head by eighty apples and got a concussion, there's no way you'd think of using this.]

"What the hell? Hit on the head by apples? Even Newton would be rolling in his grave."

Grumbling aside, Guanshan quietly used a Skill Point to learn it.

Despite the ridiculous description, the skill itself was overpowered.

Gravity Manipulation. No matter how you used it, it had the potential to completely turn the tide in a fight. Missing out on it would've been criminal.

With one Skill Point left, he decided to use it on the Skill Book he'd gotten as an achievement reward—[Runic Inscription].

[Skill: Runic Inscription (Level 1)]  

[Type: Active]  

[Cooldown: 7 days]  

[Effect: Inscribe one of the following runes—[Life], [Shield], [Blessing], or [Thorns]—each granting a unique enhancement effect; duration: 50 seconds, can be interrupted.]  

[Life: Instantly restores 20% HP and grants slow regeneration over time.]  

[Shield: Reduces incoming damage by 20%.]  

[Blessing: Increases luck.]  

[Thorns: Consumes 2% of your HP per second, dealing equivalent damage to the target.]  

[Description: When lit, these magical runes burn like a flame in the darkness. In rare cases, they may attract the gaze of something within the Void.]

Guanshan's attention immediately locked onto the [Life] rune.

What was this?

A healing skill!

Sure, he had a few healing items left—five, to be exact—but they all healed slowly.

After that intense simulation with no item drops midway, Guanshan had developed a desperate craving for healing options.

Even though this skill had a massive seven-day Cooldown, it was still a form of insurance—a safety net that gave him peace of mind.

As for the other three runes, they seemed a bit underwhelming at the moment. Better than nothing, though.

He added both new skills to his skill panel and resumed checking the rest of his loot.

"Mmm... Toxin Ointment. Apply it to a weapon to inflict poison on hit. Five uses total."

"Got it—weapon enchantment."

He nodded in understanding.

Then he tried applying the Toxin Ointment to the Infinite Magazine on his Glock 17...

Naturally, he failed.

"Tch. Why can't I use this on firearms?"

He grumbled in frustration and reluctantly put the Toxin Ointment back.

"Huh? This bank card? It actually increases real-world money?"

He blinked in surprise. The item, labeled "Someone's Bank Card," had a very straightforward effect: "Increases the player's bank account balance by 130,000 yuan."

"130 grand? Am I seeing that right?"

Eyes wide, he hesitated for a moment before choosing to use it.

The simulator had already shown him its power twice. Whether those terrifying game scenarios were real or not, the two explosions that followed were undeniably real.

No one had come asking questions afterward, as if someone had cleaned up the mess behind the scenes.

So if the simulator handed him an item, odds were he could use it without consequences.

Besides... Guanshan needed money.

Back in high school, a tragic accident had taken both his parents, leaving him completely alone.

From then on, he'd supported himself—studying by day, working by night.

Shen Dinghua had once tried to help him financially, but he didn't want their relationship tainted by money.

No matter how pure one's intentions might be, the presence of money always risked twisting things.

So Guanshan had lived frugally for years. Things had only improved slightly after he started working.

But only just slightly.

"It's still nowhere near enough..."

He stared at the notification on his phone confirming the new bank balance, licked his lips, and found himself both fearful of and intrigued by the Horror Game Simulator.

As for the last two items, one was an accessory, and the other belonged to a category he'd never seen before—a special scene-triggering item.

Guanshan was about to investigate when someone knocked on the door to his hospital room.

His first instinct was that it might be Shen Dinghua, but when he looked up, he saw a middle-aged man he didn't recognize, followed by three younger individuals.

The man gave him a friendly smile.

"Guanshan, right? We'd like to have a little chat with you."
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Guanshan had naturally anticipated that someone might come knocking.

Even though the simulator had wiped the entire scene away with its artistic flair, a public bus was still a public bus... The only question was: where the hell had the simulator even gotten that thing?

Now, imagine if everything on that bus had been fake—wouldn't that mean an empty vehicle had driven itself into a terminal, mysteriously leaked oil, and then exploded on the road?

That had "paranormal event" written all over it!

And with Guanshan being the sole witness, of course he'd draw attention.

He had called 120 and described himself as an innocent passerby...

As for the injuries?

Naturally, he claimed to have been "unfortunately caught in the blast."

Worried about a total social collapse, Guanshan had thought this through carefully. Since the incident occurred near the outskirts, surveillance on the roads was sparse, and that specific stretch had none at all.

He could spout whatever nonsense he wanted—no one would believe the truth anyway. That he had fought a three-hundred-round battle in the void against two inhuman monsters, blew them to bits, and even erased the evidence? Yeah, right.

Compared to that, "a driverless bus mysteriously appeared in the middle of the night and exploded" sounded downright reasonable...

...Right?

Still, Guanshan had assumed that whoever came to investigate would at least be legit police officers.

Not... whatever this ragtag family outing was.

The middle-aged man who spoke first had a calm, scholarly air—he looked more like a retired professor who'd spent decades in academia than a law enforcement officer.

The three younger individuals behind him? Totally random.

The two young men looked slightly younger than Guanshan, probably college students. Their postures were lazy and unguarded. One looked like he'd overdone it at the gym, and the other had tattoos running down his neck and arms.

The very picture of a street punk.

The girl was even younger—seventeen or eighteen at most—with delicate features, arched brows, and almond-shaped eyes that gave her the elegance of a noblewoman posing by a lakeside blossom in ancient times. But her face was ice-cold, expressionless. She wore a black sailor uniform that revealed long, pale legs.

Most absurd of all, she was holding a sheathed longsword—roughly one meter in length, hilt and all.

None of them looked remotely like cops.

And yet, the middle-aged man had called him by name, putting Guanshan immediately on alert.

He straightened up and frowned. "Who are you people?"

Internally, he was already tensing every muscle, mentally preparing his escape route.

No way was he going to engage head-on. Not in this lifetime. This wasn't some simulation—these people were real.

Whatever their intentions, he couldn't just pull out his Glock 17 and mow them down, right?

He was a law-abiding citizen, after all. Clean record.

What Guanshan didn't know was that the four people standing across from him were even more nervous than he was.

Xia Lei, at least, was doing fine. He was simply curious about Guanshan and stepped forward politely to present his ID. "Special Security Unit, Xia Lei. Don't worry, we're real cops."

He gestured to the three behind him, smiling amiably. "These kids are relatives of mine. Had to fish them out of a bar in the middle of the night. Then your case came in, so I brought them along."

The three: "..."

They knew this was just a cover story, but come on—it made them sound like helpless man-babies.

Guanshan remained wary as he took the ID and gave it a quick glance.

He worked as a journalist for the local paper. He'd dealt with police before. At first glance, the ID seemed legit.

But... so those three really were street punks?

Hitting up bars in the middle of the night?

His gaze fell on the tattooed young man, lingering on the ink around his neck and arms.

Raising a brow, Guanshan remarked calmly, "Hmm... Special Security Unit. Never heard of it. You handle special cases or something?"

He'd known from the start that an empty bus exploding in the middle of the road couldn't possibly go unnoticed.

But he hadn't expected there to be an actual official department for dealing with this kind of... ghost story.

Was "pseudoscience investigation" actually a thing?

Xia Lei, noticing where Guanshan was looking, subtly shifted to block his view of Tang Zhi and replied in a low voice, "Yeah, like... what happened tonight."

Guanshan leaned back tactically and gave a professional smile. "Oh? Something wrong with what happened tonight?"

His fists clenched, heart pounding—he was seriously on edge!

Had someone actually caught footage of him fighting thin air like a lunatic?

The whole scene—him battling invisible foes on a public bus, which later exploded—was the textbook definition of demonic possession.

If there really was a department for handling supernatural events, then it made sense they'd come knocking.

Which also meant... his social death was imminent.

What was he supposed to say? "Nothing happened—I was just doing morning calisthenics"?

No way! He couldn't let that get out!

If this ended up on a science documentary, he might as well leave Earth for good.

At this point, was his only option... a cover-up?

As Guanshan's eyes flickered with inner turmoil, trying to figure out how to survive this impending doom, Tang Zhi—whom Guanshan had been staring at a bit too long—was breaking into a cold sweat.

He whispered through the comms channel, his mental voice trembling, "Is he... is he looking at me?!"

"That look just now—he's definitely planning to kill me first, right? He must've realized I'm the only one here without close-combat capabilities!"

Tang Zhi had already imagined the entire sequence of events: "He'll probably disorient you guys first, then rush me down. He has spatial-type abilities, right? And doesn't he still have that invisible gun? What if he pulls it out and turns me into Swiss cheese?!"

Eyes glazing over, Tang Zhi was practically envisioning his own death scene.

Chen Yunpeng quickly tried to calm him down. "No, I think that was just disdain for the common riffraff. Chill out."

To prove his point, he added, "You're overthinking it. He didn't just look at you—he also looked at the Captain's sword."

Tang Zhi replied seriously, "I see... He's planning to snatch the sword and slice me in half."

With a mournful tone, he added, "No wonder he was staring at my neck!"

Chen Yunpeng: "..."

Was this guy for real?

Tang Zhi's heightened paranoia was probably a side effect of his ability, but this was overkill.

Chen Yunpeng didn't believe it either—after all, Guanshan had been certified by an analyst as a 'green flag'—emotionally stable and safe.

But then he looked around.

Middle of the night. Remote hospital. No one else around.

Actually... this was the perfect setting for either a horror movie or a crime scene.

As if on cue, the hallway light outside flickered.

Guanshan's smile grew brighter, but his gaze turned sharper—like a predator sizing up prey.

Yeah... now Chen Yunpeng was freaking out too.

He quietly took two steps back and slid behind the Captain.

Seeing the slender figure of the adorable C-rank ability-user in front of him, he felt... a sudden sense of security.
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"This guy... is going to be difficult to deal with..."

Xia Lei watched Guanshan's calm smile and couldn't help thinking to himself.

In past encounters with rogue ability-users, they always opened with a similar playbook—start with a gentle, harmless conversation to lower the target's guard. Then, gradually release friendly signals, letting them know, "We're aware of your special abilities. We're just like you. There are many others out there like you. And we can offer you a safe place to belong, so you don't have to live in constant fear."

Usually, by the time that message landed, the targets were already intrigued.

Then they'd introduce the benefits of registering as an ability-user—healthcare, job placement, government support—and boom, the target would be eager to sign up.

Sometimes, though, they'd run into more paranoid types—those with persecution complexes. In those cases, they'd bring in the analysts.

The Special Security Unit's logistics analysts weren't just ordinary therapists. They were licensed professionals with abilities tied to the mind—psychic therapists, essentially.

Equally skilled in theory and practice.

As long as the subject "voluntarily" registered their information, the team could consider the mission a success.

But Guanshan wasn't just any rogue ability-user. The fact that Xia Lei had come in person meant they hoped for more than just a registration—they wanted him to join the Special Security Unit.

"Still... judging from his reactions, he seems extremely wary of official organizations. Maybe even hostile."

After some thought, Xia Lei decided to stick with the cautious approach and not lay all the cards on the table just yet.

After all, the "frail" young man sitting on the hospital bed had single-handedly taken out three D-ranks and one C-rank. And so far, they still hadn't fully analyzed how his ability worked.

If they triggered a rebellious reaction, the consequences could be disastrous.

It wasn't that Xia Lei feared losing in a fight—he just didn't see the need to take it that far.

Besides, from a "the enemy of my enemy is my friend" perspective, they were technically on the same side right now.

Xia Lei cleared his throat and spoke kindly, "No worries, no worries. We just want to get a better picture of what happened—timing, vehicle condition, that sort of thing."

"Don't be nervous. You're the victim here, right? Nothing to be afraid of. And hey, it's not easy for us either, running around in the middle of the night. Let's just help each other out."

The three younger team members behind him looked like their souls had left their bodies.

Victim? The actual victims had been burned to cinders.

If this guy was a victim, then Zhang San the Outlaw was a saint.

"Oh... I see."

So they came here to ask him for information, which meant... they didn't actually know what happened?

Guanshan blinked, then exhaled deeply in relief.

False alarm. He could still go on living his normal life on Earth. What a relief.

"It was around ten, I think. I waited at the stop for a while, but the bus didn't come, so I decided to walk home... My place isn't far from the office—maybe a thirty-minute walk. Halfway there, the bus suddenly rolled up. Didn't stop. I didn't even have time to dodge before it exploded."

Guanshan was confident no one else had been at the bus stop that night. So he spun a tale based on that, mixing in just enough truth to make it believable. "I vaguely saw that the bus didn't even have a driver—let alone passengers. It really scared the hell out of me."

Xia Lei couldn't help twitching at the corners of his mouth as he listened to Guanshan's nonsense.

Whether or not Guanshan had gotten on that bus was crystal clear in Lin Shuman's report. Not to mention the three dead bodies—they were the best evidence.

Giving a completely opposite account now could only mean one thing: he was trying to hide his involvement in the incident.

Gao Ye suddenly cut in, "Why were there no driver or passengers?"

She didn't understand the point of such an obvious attempt to cover things up.

The Killer Bees had already sent people—there were only two possible outcomes: success or death.

And since there were no survivors, they clearly died in action.

Claiming they never came was a pointless lie.

The Killer Bees would soon know that Worker Bee 4 and Worker Bee 10 died during a mission targeting Guanshan. The only thing they hadn't confirmed yet was who exactly killed them.

The lie wouldn't delay their response. It wouldn't fool them either.

Guanshan, however, blinked and countered innocently, "Wait, are you saying there were a driver and passengers?"

Gao Ye froze.

The young man's expression was so self-assured, so convincing, it felt like he was stating a fact rather than bluffing.

A sudden pang of uncertainty hit her—was this some kind of threat? Or bait?

She was momentarily speechless, but Xia Lei quickly picked up the slack and chuckled, "Of course there weren't. My cousin's kid just likes to argue. Don't take it personally."

Guanshan nodded, raising an eyebrow. "Yeah, I noticed. Can't even let the obvious facts go unchallenged."

"But seriously, your cousin's kid has quite the personality. Carrying around a sword like that—is she into cosplay or something?"

Gao Ye: "..."

Why did it feel like this guy was mocking her?

Xia Lei burst out laughing. "Yeah, she's a fan—anyway, I think I've got the gist of it. Around 11:30, you saw an empty public bus pull up on the road, then it suddenly exploded. That right?"

Even Guanshan had to admit the story sounded ridiculous when said out loud, but for the sake of preventing a social death, he stuck to it. "Exactly. That's what happened."

Xia Lei nodded to himself.

So this was a request.

Guanshan's subtext was clear—he wanted the Special Security Unit to cover up the truth. Make it seem like he had no involvement in the deaths of the two Worker Bees.

That way, the Killer Bees would assume the Special Security Unit had intervened and killed them. And Guanshan would still appear to be a D-rank—someone they could easily eliminate.

Clever. He was trying to wash his hands of it and get the Special Security Unit to take the fall.

Xia Lei's eyes flickered with thought. But if Guanshan was making a request, then he'd have to offer something in return.

Even if he wasn't ready to talk openly, his willingness to cooperate indirectly was still something.

Xia Lei pretended to take down notes and then said, "Guanshan, you're a journalist for the Hangzhou Evening News, right?"

Guanshan nodded.

"We at the Special Security Unit have a matter we'd like your help with," Xia Lei said seriously. "It's very important. We need a journalist to help uncover the truth."

Guanshan looked completely bewildered and pointed at himself. "Me?"

"That's right."

Seeing no immediate resistance, Xia Lei was thrilled—looked like he'd found the right angle. "From what I've seen during our conversation, you're the perfect candidate!"

Guanshan was still baffled. "But... I don't even know what you're asking me to do."

"No rush," Xia Lei said warmly. "In a few days, I'll send someone to talk to your editor. We'll borrow you from the paper—paid leave. Sound good?"

Guanshan hesitated.

But Xia Lei waved it away. "You can think it over. We'll work out the details later."

Overwhelmed by the team's bizarre enthusiasm, Guanshan reluctantly nodded, just to get them to leave.

As soon as the four of them exited, Shen Dinghua burst into the room, panting.

She rushed to Guanshan's bedside, and the moment she saw the bandages wrapped around him, her dark eyes welled up with mist.
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"Uh... Comrade Xiao Shen, don't cry."

Guanshan immediately sat up from the bed, walked over, and gently cupped Shen Dinghua's face, trying to wipe away her tears.

Her eyes were misty, filled with a shimmering haze, like a host of celestial soldiers summoned for battle, ready to descend with gongs and drums to vanquish demons.

Faced with this overwhelming tear assault, Guanshan—the "demon" in question—was completely at a loss and could only surrender without resistance.

Shen Dinghua pursed her lips, the tears threatening to fall but never quite spilling over. She sniffled and stared at Guanshan with a deeply aggrieved look, saying nothing.

Guanshan would rather face three Drivers in a life-or-death fight than endure that look from her.

He thought up countless excuses—as a journalist, he had no shortage of eloquent ways to spin his broken promise. After all, none of this was really his fault to begin with.

But in the end, all he could do was deflate and mutter under his breath, "...Sorry."

Shen Dinghua shook her head. She reached out and gently took his hand—the one with medical tape on it—then rolled up the sleeve of his hospital gown.

The exposed part of his arm was wrapped in gauze and bandages, hiding the once lean and strong lines beneath.

Her slender, pale fingers brushed gently across the bandages. Her misty eyes met his as she asked softly, "Does it hurt?"

Guanshan had a gut feeling that if he said yes, she'd burst into tears.

He brought up his panel interface and checked his slightly depleted HP bar. Honestly, it didn't hurt that much...

Injuries sustained during simulation didn't come with pain. But if the damage carried over into reality, the sensation would return.

Right from the start, the simulator had warned to "be mindful of personal safety"—this was probably why.

If he hadn't wanted to make his story more believable, Guanshan wouldn't have kept these injuries at all. He could've just used a single [Flesh-Entwined Parasites] to restore himself to full health on the spot.

Strangely though, even though the injuries were somewhat serious, he felt little pain. Probably a side effect of leveling up—he was just more durable now.

After a moment's thought, Guanshan replied sincerely, "It doesn't hurt."

He pointed to a faint scar on the back of his hand. "See? Just a few scrapes. The doctor went a little overboard with the bandaging, that's all. Nothing serious."

Shen Dinghua poked the spot carefully. "Really?"

Guanshan nodded firmly, raising his hand and swearing with a face full of sincerity. "Really. Truer than pearls."

Shen Dinghua puffed out her cheeks. "Liar."

Guanshan let out a helpless laugh. "It really doesn't hurt. I swear I'm not lying. How do I even prove it to you?"

"I don't care. You're always lying to me. You make promises and never keep them, and then you show up covered in injuries."

She leaned in closer, fixing him with a soulful gaze and whispered, "So tonight, I'm watching you."

"Tonight, and every night after."

Guanshan instinctively held his breath. Shen Dinghua was way too close. Her warm breath broke through the cold air, brushing against his neck, and the faint fragrance from her skin lingered in the air.

"Wait... Hey, what are you doing? Comrade Xiao Shen, I suggest you behave!"

Panicked, Guanshan scooted back two steps and plopped down on the bed, all the decisiveness he had when blowing a monster's brains out gone in an instant.

Shen Dinghua pushed him toward the inside edge of the bed and claimed half the space for herself. She made a show of lying down and chirped cheerfully, "I'm watching you. Closely. So you don't sneak off somewhere without telling me again."

Guanshan was completely overwhelmed. The celestial army never showed up, but now it felt like the Monkey King himself was wreaking havoc inside his chest.

He reached out and pressed lightly on Shen Dinghua's shoulder, quickly saying, "Wait, I'll ask the nurse for an extra companion bed..."

Before he could finish, he froze.

Because the moment he touched her shoulder, she flinched visibly.

And there was something wrong with her expression—an expression of restrained pain, so intense it brought tears to the corners of her eyes.

Guanshan's face changed instantly. He asked in a low voice, "What's going on?"

Shen Dinghua blinked and gave a sweet smile. "Xiaoshan, don't change the subject."

Who was changing the subject here?

Guanshan forced himself to calm down and took a closer look at her.

She was only wearing a dress and a knitted cardigan—probably had been in pajamas at home, thrown on whatever clothes were nearby, and rushed out the door to find him.

The hem of her dress and the edges of the cardigan were dusty and wrinkled.

Guanshan carefully took off her cardigan. Her shoulder clearly showed scrapes and bruises. There were more on the side of her wrist.

Feeling guilty, Shen Dinghua lowered her head and mumbled, "I was just worried and left in a hurry... tripped and fell. It's nothing."

Guanshan ignored her excuses and helped her lie down. That's when he saw her leg had abrasions too, even bleeding slightly—only hidden because of the skirt.

"You call this nothing?"

He rummaged through the drawer and pulled out the bandages and medicine that had been meant for him. "If I hadn't noticed, were you planning to just leave it untreated? And then sleep like this?"

Shen Dinghua pouted. "But I knew Xiaoshan would notice."

Guanshan cleaned her wounds, applied medicine, and carefully bandaged her up, then told her to lie still and rest.

Strangely enough, ever since he used the First Aid Bandage last time, he'd somehow become naturally skilled at wrapping wounds. Probably another perk from the simulator.

Still unsatisfied, Shen Dinghua stretched her arms wide. "I want to sleep in Xiaoshan's arms."

"..."

Guanshan let out a long sigh. Damn it, he was only wearing a hospital gown. Was this some kind of test of his willpower?

But refusing her hopeful gaze would be an even harder test.

"Alright, alright. I'll hold you."

He cradled her like she was a box of gold, gently wrapping his arms around her. "Sleep now."

Shen Dinghua immediately snuggled into his chest and hugged him back tightly, her little head nestling under his chin.

Guanshan froze, unable to move, as her muffled voice drifted up from against his chest. "Liar. Of course it hurts... How could it not? You just didn't want me to worry. Liar liar."

Because if even a little fall left her hurting this much, then how much worse must it be for Xiaoshan, who was bandaged like a mummy?

What kind of injury doesn't hurt?

He just didn't want her to worry.

Guanshan stared at the top of her head. Her soft black hair spread out across the pillow like a gentle curtain of night.

Ever since he lost his parents, there'd only been one person—one girl—who would run to him like this, no matter what.

The room fell quiet again.

After a long while—

"Sigh... Looks like I'm pulling an all-nighter tonight."

Guanshan sighed inwardly and turned his attention back to the two remaining items.

——

At the corner of the hallway—

"We're just leaving like this?" Tang Zhi asked, confused. "He didn't really say anything, did he?"

Xia Lei glanced at the hospital room and answered knowingly, "It's enough. Let Lin Shuman keep monitoring him. When the Killer Bees make their next move, we'll go back to him."

Gao Ye, standing nearby, looked at the now-dark room and recalled the panic on the girl's face as she passed by.

"So that's what it meant..."

She suddenly understood—"no driver or passengers" wasn't a message for the Special Security Unit. It was for Guanshan himself.

If there was truly nothing there, then maybe this ordinary world... was exactly what he wanted.

Something stirred in Gao Ye's heart. She turned and said, "Let's go. We've still got work to do."

Chen Yunpeng didn't really get it, but if the Captain understood, then that was enough for him. That alone made him feel safe.

He nodded. "Yeah."

Tang Zhi muttered, "Oh..." and scratched his head, still completely lost in this strange mood of mutual understanding.

Was he the only one who didn't get it?

——
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Inside the hospital room, once Guanshan confirmed that Shen Dinghua was asleep, he carefully turned to the side and reopened his backpack interface.

The last two items he had gained from this simulation were the [Worker Bee Pendant] and the [Damaged Metal Plaque].

The [Worker Bee Pendant] was an accessory that occupied the "head" slot. Its attributes were as follows:

[Worker Bee Pendant]  

[Effect: Grants the ability [Animal Communication (Bee Swarm)] when equipped]  

[Description: A glass pendant encasing a strange insect. Due to someone's wish, it has acquired a unique power and appears to enable communication with one's "kind."]

"What kind of riddle-writing is this? What does 'kind' even mean?"

Guanshan's mouth twitched. He suspected this simulator wasn't just obsessed with explosions—it might also be a riddle master.

Still, regardless of the simulator's style when it came to item descriptions, as long as the ability was clear and useful, it was a good item in his book.

With a thought, the detailed description of the pendant's ability popped up before his eyes.

[Animal Communication (Bee Swarm)]  

[Effect: Enables information exchange with bee swarms within a 300-meter radius and allows for positional awareness of the swarm.]  

[Description: Communication between animals is often stranger, faster—and more dangerous.]

Guanshan was a little surprised. This effect...

"Even outside the simulation, this could be pretty useful."

"If I can communicate with bee swarms, I might be able to uncover things invisible from a human perspective."

"If I could use this ability to command a swarm, I'd definitely have an edge when it comes to gathering intel."

As a journalist, Guanshan understood all too well the importance of firsthand information.

He immediately decided to test out the ability.

After equipping the [Worker Bee Pendant], he felt a chill around his neck. Looking down, he saw a glass pendant hanging from a cord, materializing in midair and settling against his chest.

Curious, he picked it up and gave it a spin, examining it closely. Inside was a strange insect—alive.

Its translucent wings were still faintly fluttering, and its antennae, legs, and head twitched now and then, proof it hadn't died.

Oddly, though it resembled a wasp, its tail didn't have a physical stinger. Instead, it had a glowing, translucent white needle-like appendage.

At the same time, Guanshan felt a strange sensation.

It was as if, beyond his five senses, a completely new mode of perception had awakened.

He closed his eyes almost involuntarily, sensing his awareness expanding outward. In the darkness, scattered points of light gradually flickered into view.

It was likely due to the late hour—most of the bees hadn't left their hive.

Only a few stragglers were out, probably late returners who'd gotten lost during the day.

Guanshan focused in, one by one, tuning into their thoughts.

"Sleep... sleep... sleep... zzzZZZ."

This one had just found a spot and dozed off.

"Nectar... nectar... nectar..."

Still hard at work. Way too diligent.

"Help... help... help... ah!"

Unlucky—got eaten by some carnivorous insect.

"Home... home... home..."

Just lost. Poor thing.

Guanshan opened his eyes and twitched the corners of his mouth.

Sure, the bee swarm could provide information—but there was one major issue: the intelligence level of insects simply didn't support the kind of cognitive processing he needed.

All he got were primal thoughts about eating, sleeping, and survival. No real intel.

Unfortunately, the test results were less than ideal.

"Bee swarms are collective thinkers, after all. Maybe I need to try guiding an entire swarm..."

Guanshan pondered this. Perhaps he needed to approach the problem from an animal's perspective.

Since his thoughts could influence the swarm, experimenting a few more times might reveal a method to direct them.

For now, he shelved the pendant.

The other item was a completely new type he hadn't seen before.

[Damaged Metal Plaque (Special Scene-Triggering Item)]  

[Effect: Forces a simulation to start in the current area, triggering a special scene.]  

[Description: A weathered metal plaque that seems to have wandered for a long time. One corner is missing, yet it has been carefully preserved. Only the letters "B" and "K" remain legible, as if representing someone's final destination.]

Guanshan studied the item's effect and got the gist of it: "So basically, it's an item that lets me manually start a dungeon run..."

He was speechless.

Sure, starting a simulation meant more items and rewards—but it also meant facing terrifying unknowns and dangers.

If it weren't for the fact that the simulator always auto-started simulations, Guanshan would never voluntarily dive into one.

Every time he entered, his life was on the line. He had to fight grotesque simulation monsters just to survive.

"Who in their right mind would start one on purpose?"

He couldn't help but mutter, "Only an idiot would use this item. You'd have to be nuts."

Still, Guanshan couldn't bring himself to sell the only scene-triggering item he currently had.

"Whatever. I'll hang onto it for now. I've got more than enough Game Coins anyway, and there's nothing else worth buying."

As for that "Nuclear Flashlight" in the shop?

Yeah, it could keep collecting dust for all he cared.

Guanshan closed his eyes again. The glowing points of light returned, a flurry of insect thoughts buzzing through his mind.

He focused and slowly established communication with the little lost bug, guiding it back onto the right path home.

——

The next day.

Guanshan completed his discharge paperwork and decided not to go back to work, instead heading straight home.

It was worth noting that as a newspaper journalist, Guanshan wasn't required to stay in the office every day. He only really needed to be at a computer when writing articles.

The rest of the time, he was expected to go out and gather material—what they called "fieldwork." As long as he submitted a notice, that was enough.

So bringing a photographer along? Totally justified.

Guanshan boarded the bus, grabbed a hand strap, and thought to himself with righteous confidence.

Trailing behind him was a tiny sidekick.

Shen Dinghua followed him closely, step by step. Once on the bus, she mimicked his actions and reached for the hand strap.

Though she was Guanshan's neighbor, Shen Dinghua came from a much wealthier family. She almost never took public transportation, always traveling by private car.

So for her, this was actually a pretty novel experience.

"Mm..."

She tiptoed and stretched her arm, barely touching the edge of the strap. While she could just about grab it, it was clearly a struggle.

Guanshan glanced sideways at her. At 158 centimeters, Shen Dinghua was... well, even that cosplaying high schooler from last night looked taller.

After a few attempts, Shen Dinghua finally realized she just couldn't manage it. Her face flushed red when she noticed Guanshan trying not to laugh.

With a soft huff, she grumbled and quietly reached out, grabbing the hem of his shirt as she leaned against him.

Guanshan said nothing, pretending not to notice the new "accessory" hanging off him.

About thirty minutes later, the two of them got off at a stop near Shen Dinghua's house.

In front of them stood a standalone villa, surrounded by a garden wall.

——
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Lin Shuman felt like the entire world had changed overnight.

As she listened to the vice-captain's debriefing, her face was blank with confusion—like she'd accidentally missed a whole semester of advanced calculus.

"'Killer Bees' sent one C-rank and one D-rank member to ambush Guanshan. Instructor Xia led a team into an ambush but got teleported away by a spatial-type ability-user. The rest of the squad was trapped in illusion fog..."

"Roughly ten minutes later, the spatial-type ability-user died. The team escaped the illusion and rushed to the scene, only to find that both 'Killer Bees' members and He Jiang from the Fourth Squad were already dead—burnt remains were all that was left."

Lin Shuman had still been a bit groggy, but the moment she heard He Jiang's name, a cold sweat broke out down her back.

He was the one who had handed off to her at the bus stop.

He Jiang had C-rank [High-Speed Regeneration], and yet he died instantly on the spot. That meant the injury he suffered must have been a catastrophic one—something completely beyond the ability to recover from.

Instant kill.

That alone spoke volumes about how ruthless the ambush had been.

And yet, the final result was the complete annihilation of the attackers.

The First Squad and Xia Lei hadn't even had time to act. Which meant... Guanshan had handled the entire thing solo.

"Wait a minute—what happened to Guanshan?!"

Lin Shuman tensed up instinctively.

The vice-captain hadn't mentioned him at all. If even a C-rank ability-user had died, could it be that Guanshan went down with them in a mutual kill scenario?!

In her mind, although Guanshan had brutally killed Zhao Hong and his wife in the beginning, it was Zhao Hong's group that had lured him in first. Guanshan had only acted in self-defense.

...Okay, maybe his idea of "self-defense" was a little terrifying.

Still, after observing him for an entire day, Guanshan had come across as nothing more than an ordinary, diligent journalist.

And quite dedicated to his work, at that.

As a low-level grunt in the Special Security Unit, Lin Shuman had deeply empathized with the way Guanshan had stood his ground against Jiang Siyan, which was why she had later gone out of her way to disguise herself as a ghost to scare that jerk.

To her, Guanshan was scary—but also real. A living, breathing human being with depth.

She didn't want to witness the death of someone she'd been assigned to observe. That would haunt her for days.

The vice-captain said, "Oh, I was just about to tell you about him... The higher-ups want you to continue observing Guanshan. This time, it's a long-term assignment."

"In other words, your job from now on is to follow him daily and report on his activities at regular intervals."

Lin Shuman blinked. "He... he's not dead?!"

"Dead? What are you talking about?"

The vice-captain gave her a strange look. "He's fine. I heard he only suffered minor injuries. Should be discharged today."

He sighed. "I honestly have no idea what this guy's deal is. Instructor Xia doesn't seem to plan on bringing him under official command and is instead applying for some... special designation for an off-the-books operative."

"All right, stop dawdling. Get moving. I'll send you Guanshan's location."

Lin Shuman gave a small "oh" and stared at the location ping on her phone, momentarily dazed.

He killed a C-rank ability-user...

Suddenly, the vice-captain said, "Oh right—was it true that during your mission yesterday, you used your ability to scare Jiang Siyan so badly that he ended up hospitalized?"

Lin Shuman: "..."

Aaaahhh! Why did even the vice-captain know about that?!

Wasn't that supposed to be a discreet comm between her and Instructor Xia?!

The vice-captain continued rambling, "If Instructor Xia hadn't been so forgiving, you'd be in serious trouble. Take this as a lesson—don't do it again, got it?"

Lin Shuman covered her face. "...Yeah, I got it."

Just how many people know about this already?!

Ugh... she didn't want to show her face ever again...

Silently, Lin Shuman activated her ability, reducing her presence to zero.

——

The moment Guanshan stepped through the front door and turned past the entranceway, he saw that what was supposed to be the living room had been turned upside down.

The couch had been pushed aside. A PS5 was hooked up to the TV, and on the coffee table sat an open pizza box and a half-empty can of cola.

Some pizza had been knocked to the floor, making a total mess.

It was easy to imagine just how panicked Shen Dinghua must've been when she got the news.

Guanshan crouched down and examined the now-congealed pool of pizza. At a glance, he could tell nearly half of it was missing.

He solemnly began picking up the slices and trying to piece them back together like a puzzle, counting them as he went. Then he frowned in confusion. "Huh? So much is missing. Could it have been stolen by rats?"

Wiping his fingers clean, Guanshan stroked his chin and said seriously, "Comrade Xiao Shen, any thoughts?"

Shen Dinghua crouched down beside him, hugging her knees. She tilted her head, her expression innocent and cute. "Ah, I don't know either. Maybe a giant rat showed up while I wasn't looking?"

Guanshan tapped her forehead with a finger. "Always playing dumb. At this rate, you're going to eat us out of house and home, you little rat."

Shen Dinghua pouted. "It's only because Xiaoshan didn't come, so I had to nibble on pizza all by my lonesome while waiting... and then I got the news about your accident."

That reminded Guanshan—she had been the only person who knew he'd actually boarded the bus last night.

What if those people from yesterday came to question her?

Nope. He had to cover it up.

"Comrade Xiao Shen," Guanshan said, placing his hands solemnly on her shoulders, "listen carefully. Last night, I walked home. On the way, I just happened to come across that exploded bus."

Shen Dinghua didn't really understand the reason behind it, but if it was something Guanshan was serious about, she'd support him without question.

She blinked. "Okay. Xiaoshan walked home last night... Got it. Do I get a reward?"

Guanshan pointed at the mess on the floor. "Your reward is not having to clean this up."

Shen Dinghua drooped like a wilted sunflower.

What were you expecting?

Guanshan chuckled. "Go shower and change. I'll clean this up, all right?"

Shen Dinghua muttered, "What's so great about that? Just call a cleaning lady. The carpet's dirty too—you can't possibly wash that yourself."

"..."

Guanshan's mouth twitched.

Right. He'd nearly forgotten—there was still a massive gap between them called class divide... Damn capitalists.

Seeing the dark look on his face, Shen Dinghua stuck out her tongue and bolted upstairs with a flurry of footsteps.

Guanshan shook his head, tidied up the table and the floor, bagged the trash, and left the rest for the cleaners.

Just then, his phone rang.

He pulled it out and saw the caller ID: Li Zhiying.

"The President?"

Guanshan froze, feeling a little guilty.

After all, he'd just taken on a major assignment and was already out "doing fieldwork" the very next day. Yeah... not a great look.

Still, with Director Peng covering for him, as long as he turned in something today, it should be fine.

He answered the call and heard, "Guanshan? You're out canvassing today?"

"Yeah, President," Guanshan replied. "I noticed the fire incident materials in the article bank were getting outdated, so I wanted to gather some new interviews from recent cases."

"It's good that you're showing initiative," Li Zhiying praised, then added, "But hold off on that for now. I've got another task for you."

"Uh..." Guanshan started to say something, but Li Zhiying cut him off, "It comes with overtime pay."

Guanshan zipped his lips immediately.

——
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"Jiang Siyan was injured suddenly last night. We don't know how long he'll be in the hospital, but he's already taken a one-month leave. Several of his interviews are on hold for now, so I hope you can take over."

Li Zhiying's voice came through the phone—cool and slightly husky.

If Guanshan had to describe it, he would say her voice was like frosted glass—at once crisp and hazy, a truly unique texture.

He sat down on the couch and blinked in surprise. "President Jiang got injured?"

Instinctively, he said, "It wasn't me! I even left work earlier than him yesterday."

Hearing the defensive tone in his voice, Li Zhiying chuckled. "I'm not calling to interrogate you. Why so nervous? Besides, it really couldn't have anything to do with you—Jiang Siyan's been claiming he saw a ghost."

"Huh? A ghost?"

Guanshan had mentally prepared for the possibility that Jiang Siyan might try to frame him with some kind of sympathy stunt, but this?

He got injured from... seeing a ghost?

Did he hit his head too hard or something?

Li Zhiying sighed. "I know, it sounds unbelievable. But Xiao Wang, who took him to the hospital last night, said he suddenly collapsed in the hallway for no reason, then pointed at a completely empty spot and insisted he saw a ghost."

She added, clearly exasperated, "I asked a few editors who were still at the office at the time, and they all said pretty much the same thing."

"So what you're saying is..." Guanshan nearly burst out laughing, but kept his tone serious, "President Jiang suddenly lost his mind?"

"We're not sure yet," Li Zhiying replied. "But he really took a hard fall—knocked out his front teeth. He won't be coming back to the office anytime soon."

Jiang Siyan was such a vain man, he even waxed his hair for work. Now, with his front teeth gone, how could he possibly bear to show his face?

Finally, a little cosmic justice.

Guanshan smirked inwardly, unaware that "cosmic justice" was currently crouching behind the couch he was sitting on, face in hands, quietly whimpering.

Another one down... and she'd have to explain it again in person.

The only silver lining was that no one could see her—or trace it back to her.

By now, fear was pointless.

What Lin Shuman had forgotten, however, was that she'd pulled this stunt at the newspaper office.

And if there was one thing the office never lacked—it was gossip.

Guanshan thought for a moment, then said thoughtfully, "All right. But with so many journalists at the paper, surely someone's free. You're specifically asking me, even though I'm already on assignment, so I'm guessing these interviews are... difficult?"

Li Zhiying chuckled. "Smart as always. Naturally, Jiang Siyan left these unfinished because they're tough cases."

She sent over three files.

Guanshan opened them up and immediately understood why.

"Whoa. One's a holdout homeowner, one's a double homicide cold case, and one's a medical dispute. Who in their right mind would want to cover these?"

Just reading the titles gave him a headache.

The holdout homeowner was self-explanatory—stubborn to the bone, basically impossible to reason with. Any conversation had to start with how much compensation you were offering and whether it matched his expectations. Otherwise, communication was doomed from the start.

Journalists weren't mediators, of course—it wasn't their job to convince people.

But a journalist still had to walk away with something—some information, some insight—otherwise, what was the point?

As for the homicide and the medical dispute...

Those were even worse. Sometimes, just investigating those stories could put your life in danger—not only from the perpetrators, but possibly even from unstable victims. If emotions flared up, the unlucky one would be the journalist who dared to poke the hornet's nest.

Guanshan twitched the corner of his mouth and asked cautiously, "If these were to become published pieces, how deep are we talking? Are we just filling a small section with some surface-level fluff, or do we need to go in-depth and dig up things others haven't?"

Li Zhiying didn't answer directly. Instead, she asked, "You're currently working on digital content, right?"

"Yeah."

"When I took over this paper, I knew it was destined to decline. New media is evolving too fast—print just can't keep up anymore."

Her voice turned wistful. "So I've decided to pivot the paper, integrate with new media and online platforms. The digital edition is only the first step."

"In a little while, I'll be setting up a dedicated department to handle this. But the most important thing is to draw public attention to the 'Hangzhou Evening News.'"

Guanshan glanced at the files in front of him. "So... we need explosive content first?"

"These three cases are ones only we have a deep lead on, thanks to Jiang Siyan's connections."

Li Zhiying continued, "Your task is to keep digging and deliver a publishable result."

Guanshan recalled what Peng Fei had said. Judging by how things were going, it really did seem like Li Zhiying wanted to groom him as her front-line spearhead.

This... was probably a test.

He took a deep breath. "I'll do my best. I can't promise perfection, but I'll give it everything I've got."

Li Zhiying seemed satisfied with that. "Then I'll look forward to your good news."

"These three, plus the fire safety feature—there's no rush. The fire safety piece just needs to be ready before Fire Safety Day. As for the rest, take your time. No need to stress out."

The call ended.

Guanshan let out a long breath and turned to see Shen Dinghua coming down the stairs.

She'd changed into her going-out clothes.

A flowing linen maxi dress with spaghetti straps trailed down to her ankles, making her petite frame seem even more airy and graceful. A sheer chiffon blouse draped over her shoulders, and her damp, shoulder-length black hair framed her flawless, doll-like face perfectly.

But after all these years, Guanshan had seen every side of Shen Dinghua. He remained perfectly calm.

"That was the President, right?"

Shen Dinghua had vaguely heard the voice from upstairs. Curious, she walked over and asked.

Guanshan nodded and showed her the three files. "The President just gave me a personal assignment. Looks like I'm going to be busy for a while."

She sat beside him, glanced at the files, and immediately wrinkled her nose. "This is just making things hard for you."

Guanshan spread his hands. "Can't be helped. These were originally Jiang Siyan's tasks. Who knew he'd end up in the hospital last night?"

Shen Dinghua blinked. "Hospital?"

She poked his arm. "Xiaoshan, don't tell me you beat him into the hospital?"

Guanshan sighed. "Do I look like that kind of guy? He had a guilty conscience and ran into a ghost."

He gave her a rough summary of what happened and then said, "After looking through them, the one that seems most intimidating might actually be the least difficult to dig into..."

He opened the homicide case file. "This one—the restaurant owner and waitress couple murder."

At that moment, Lin Shuman, unnoticed by either of them, peeked her head out from behind the couch, propping herself up with her elbow, eyes curiously scanning the files between them.

When she saw the names on the case file, her eyes widened in shock.

"Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin?"
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Lin Shuman had never expected that the people Guanshan was investigating... turned out to be Zhao Hong and his wife.

She stared blankly at Guanshan's thoughtful expression.

What the hell—wasn't the murderer you?

I saw it with my own eyes—how you killed the two of them, one after the other, clean and precise like slaughtering chickens!

And now you're investigating the cause of their deaths?

Lin Shuman's mouth twitched. For a moment, she didn't know what to say... Forget it. As long as you're happy.

Guanshan opened the file on his laptop and said, "I heard about this case a few days ago. It was originally a missing persons case, but now it seems the bodies have been found, so it's being classified as a murder."

"There were two victims, Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin. One was thirty-five, the other thirty-two. They'd been married for six years and had a four-year-old son."

The file even came with a photo—a family portrait of the three, all smiling brightly.

"About three months ago, Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin went missing at the same time. There were signs of forced entry at their home, so it was treated as a disappearance."

"Now that the bodies have been recovered, the police haven't released the cause of death, nor have they identified any suspects. It's become a headless case."

Guanshan scrolled to the bottom of the file, where there was a blurry photograph.

It was taken from a distance, capturing the front entrance of Zhao Hong's home. Several shadowy figures could be seen lurking in the corridor, seemingly trying to pick the lock.

Guanshan said firmly, "I don't know where Jiang Siyan got this, but these people are very likely the murderers."

No. Whether these people are involved or not, the murderer is definitely you—no need to look any further.

Watching Guanshan seriously crying thief while being the thief, Lin Shuman couldn't help but snark.

She glanced again at the family photo, a doubt creeping into her mind. Did he really not know? Or was he pretending? The faces of Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin weren't exactly hard to recognize.

Lin Shuman quietly took note of this inconsistency.

Still, she was curious—what exactly had happened to Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin before they became test subjects?

After all, by the time the Special Security Unit got involved, it was already too late.

And as a low-level ability-user grunt like herself, she had no choice but to follow orders.

Since there was no report from the Special Security Unit, it meant these people had been ordinary civilians. Which also meant their apprehension fell outside the Unit's jurisdiction.

Shen Dinghua frowned. "Are you really planning to track down those people, Xiaoshan? That's way too dangerous... and it's not even our job."

Guanshan shook his head. "Of course I won't take that kind of risk. It's not worth it. But we should still visit Zhao Hong's place."

——

Guanshan and Shen Dinghua walked through a residential area.

This whole zone was part of the LC District—a patchwork of old apartment buildings and brick houses, stacked tightly together. Narrow alleyways and corridors were packed with all kinds of vehicles.

There were few pedestrians around. At high noon, the area was eerily quiet.

"We're here. That's Zhao Hong's house. And... huh, turns out the holdout homeowner lives in one of the nearby buildings too. Perfect. Maybe we can get a feel for both cases today."

Guanshan's gaze landed on a small two-story building.

The ground floor had been converted into a storefront, while the second floor served as the family's living quarters.

Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin had run a small restaurant here.

Now, the rolling shutter downstairs was closed, but clothes of various sizes hung in the second-floor windows—signs that someone still lived there.

"After Zhao Hong and his wife died, their son was handed over to Zhao Hong's mother. None of the other relatives wanted to deal with the trouble. Even Fang Minmin's parents avoided it completely."

Shen Dinghua spoke softly, casting a subtle glance at Guanshan.

After all, he'd been in a similar situation.

Guanshan smiled at her and said, "Let's go knock and see."

They circled around and found a side door to the house. The person who answered was an elderly woman in her sixties or seventies, with a little boy standing behind her.

It was Zhao Hong's mother, Yu Zhen, and his son, Zhao Jie.

Rumor had it Zhao Jie had been present at the crime scene that night. The trauma had left him mute.

The old woman eyed them warily, her accent thick. "What are you here for?"

Unfazed, Guanshan put on a professional smile. "Hello, we're from the relocation office."

Lin Shuman, who had been quietly trailing them, froze. "Huh?"

The corners of Shen Dinghua's lips curled slightly... Xiaoshan was pulling one of his tricks again.

The old woman blinked. "Relocation office?"

"You know the Yulan apartment building nearby is set for demolition, right?"

Guanshan smiled warmly. "We're the coordinators. The redevelopment project is for essential infrastructure—supermarkets, malls—things that'll make life more convenient for everyone. But there's one household, the one with the surname Qin, that refuses to move and won't communicate. The project's been delayed for ages. So we wanted to ask the neighbors if they know why."

The old woman's guarded demeanor eased noticeably. She muttered, "Oh, that's what this is about."

"Would you happen to know anything?" Guanshan asked eagerly.

This wasn't a spur-of-the-moment lie—it was a two-birds-one-stone strategy.

First, it helped lower Zhao Hong's mother's guard, making future interactions easier.

Second, as Guanshan realized once they arrived, Zhao Hong's was the only restaurant in the area. Which meant most of the locals had probably eaten there.

If he wanted intel, then as a member of the neighborhood's unofficial "Middle-Aged & Elderly Gossip Network," Zhao Hong's mother was the perfect source.

The old woman curled her lip and said, "People have asked before. We'd love for them to move too—everyone else already has. But that Qin guy just won't budge. What can we do?"

She lowered her voice. "That family's weird. Qin Deguang used to eat here all the time but only ordered a bowl of rice and a bottle of water. He doesn't have a job either. Who knows what he does all day."

Guanshan looked confused. "He didn't order any dishes?"

She nodded. "Exactly. Isn't that odd?"

Guanshan asked, "So he just does that every day? No job, no social interactions?"

She shook her head. "Not exactly. He talks to people—different ones all the time. Strangers I've never seen before. They chat for a long time, then go off somewhere together."

Guanshan frowned. That was seriously strange.

It wasn't unusual for an unemployed man to have many acquaintances. What was odd was that even Zhao Hong's mother had never seen those people before.

This holdout homeowner case was turning out to be more complicated than expected.

Still, it was a solid new lead—not bad luck at all.

Seemed like the people who'd questioned Zhao Hong's mother before had focused only on the murder case, completely missing this potential goldmine of intel.

"Oh, right," Guanshan asked, "Qin Deguang had a wife and daughter, right? Do they still live there?"

"They went back to her parents' place long ago."

The old woman shook her head. "The whole building's been vacated. There's compensation for relocation too. But Qin Deguang refuses to move, and his wife and kid had to suffer for it. People were always coming around asking questions. They couldn't take it and left."

Guanshan nodded. "Understood. Thank you for your help. We might need to ask a few more things later—would that be okay?"

The old woman hesitated, then said, "Come at noon. There are fewer people around then."

Clearly, she was tired of being bothered.

Guanshan made a mental note of that, then casually said he wanted to buy a bottle of water. With that excuse, he successfully got into the restaurant that had been shuttered for months.

They looked around but didn't find any new clues.

Disappointed, Guanshan had no choice but to leave.

The old woman even walked them partway out.

As they were heading off, the little boy caught sight of a cat running by and toddled after it, chirping in excitement, nearly tripping.

On instinct, Lin Shuman started to reach out to catch him—then quickly pulled her hand back.

And then—

She suddenly felt a faint vibration on her wrist. Confused at first, she quickly remembered she still hadn't turned in her energy scanner.

She glanced at it.

D-rank.

Her pupils constricted. "This kid... is an ability-user?!"

——
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The midday sun was blinding.

Lin Shuman stood frozen in place, cold sweat trickling down her forehead as her mind spiraled into chaos.

The little boy had fallen to the ground and was now bawling loudly. The old woman quickly helped him up—he looked nothing like an ability-user.

How could he be an ability-user?!

The earlier investigation into Zhao Hong and his wife should have already included a scan of energy signatures in the area. If Zhao Jie were an ability-user, there was no way they would have missed it!

Unless... it happened just recently. Unless Zhao Jie had only become an ability-user in the past few days.

That left two possibilities.

One: Zhao Jie had suddenly awakened.

Two: Zhao Jie had been swapped with someone else.

Lin Shuman immediately connected to her earpiece and called Xia Lei. "Director Xia, urgent situation!"

"I just detected an energy signature from Zhao Jie—and it's D-rank!"

Xia Lei was stunned. "D-rank? At four years old? That's impossible!"

"For someone to awaken directly with D-rank strength, their body must already be fully developed. Otherwise, they'd die on the spot. No exceptions."

Lin Shuman grew anxious. "But I'm sure the energy scanner worked... Don't tell me it's broken?"

Xia Lei paused for a moment. "No, there is an exception."

"Huh?"

"In last night's incident, among the two Killer Bees who died, one was a six-year-old child."

Lin Shuman was dumbfounded. "Killer Bees" and "child" were two terms that should never appear in the same sentence.

And yet, here they were—disturbingly linked together.

Xia Lei continued, "But that wasn't a natural awakening. It was a grotesque byproduct created by the Killer Bees using Sublimation Candy—burning through life to force the child into becoming a D-rank ability-user."

"That's the only method that bypasses the usual limitations."

"In other words..."

Lin Shuman swallowed hard. "After experimenting on Zhao Hong and his wife, the Killer Bees have now targeted their son."

"Exactly," Xia Lei said grimly. "I'm sending in a team immediately. Stay alert. The Killer Bees have most certainly—no, definitely—planted eyes in the area."

"If you're right, then Zhao Jie, as an experimental subject, is probably even more successful than his parents."

"The Killer Bees wouldn't leave him unmonitored."

Xia Lei sighed. "Besides, Guanshan is already under their close watch. Now he's basically walked right into the lion's den."

He couldn't help but wonder if Guanshan had done it on purpose.

...Yeah, it had to be on purpose.

He killed Zhao Hong and his wife himself—there's no way he didn't know.

And now he's play-acting this whole investigation?

Xia Lei froze. Could it be that Guanshan came here specifically to lead them to the discovery that Zhao Jie had been tampered with by the Killer Bees?

The more he thought about it, the more plausible it seemed.

And the more he thought, the more deeply mysterious Guanshan became. To know even this... Just what kind of ability did he have?

Time was running out. Xia Lei rushed to dispatch First Squad, but before he could finish, Lin Shuman's panicked voice came over the line:

"The number of energy signatures just spiked! I see several people who look like Killer Bee members approaching—what should I do?!"

Caught off guard by her fear, Xia Lei asked, "Calm down. How many are there? What are their levels?"

"The ones in front—three or four of them—are D-rank. The rest are probably E or F-rank."

Xia Lei let out a breath. "Then what are you afraid of? With Guanshan there, you'll be fine."

Lin Shuman was on the verge of tears. "I'm just afraid he'll kill all of them! Should we—should we try to keep at least one alive for questioning?"

"..."

He had a point.

Xia Lei's thoughts scattered. He twitched the corner of his mouth and said, "Then try not to blow your cover, that's all."

While Lin Shuman nervously continued her conversation with Xia Lei—

Guanshan and Shen Dinghua had just left Zhao Hong's residence. Watching Zhao Hong's mother hurriedly drag her grandson inside and slam the door, he finally felt the weight of how this murder had devastated an entire family.

He shook his head. Just as he turned away, a mechanical voice suddenly rang out:

[Scene scan complete. Generating horror game...]

[Horror game generated: Zombie Siege]

[Loading story content—please wait...]

"What the hell?! In broad daylight, you're generating a horror game?! And what part of this place looks like it fits a zombie siege setting?!"

Guanshan stood dumbstruck.

He thought triggering the simulator on a midnight bus was already the worst-case scenario. Turns out, things could get even more ridiculous.

Playing a horror game in the middle of the day—this simulator had to be seriously messed up.

"Crap! Comrade Xiao Shen is still right next to me!"

Before the visuals could shift completely, Guanshan moved with lightning speed, placing a firm hand on Shen Dinghua's shoulder and spinning her around. He spoke slowly and clearly:

"Whatever you do, don't look back. No matter what you hear, ignore it!"

Otherwise, I'm afraid you'll think I've completely lost my mind!

Though dazed, Shen Dinghua obediently turned around and even covered her ears.

Guanshan finally exhaled in relief—only to watch the light in front of him shift rapidly, changing from dazzling noon to a gloomy dusk.

Darkness spread across the sky, thick clouds hanging low with an oppressive weight, as if a torrential downpour could break at any moment. Buildings on either side of the alley began to wither and decay, transforming into post-apocalyptic ruins.

The walls were splattered with chunks of gore and flesh, barbed wire stretched across the surfaces.

From the nearby streetlamp hung a corpse, blood dripping steadily to the ground, as red-eyed crows cawed overhead.

"Damn! I just complained about it being daylight, and you immediately switched it to night? Your mood-setting team is way too efficient! Respect!"

Guanshan gave the simulator a middle finger in admiration.

[Story content loaded!]

[You are now playing a low-grade horror game...]

Guanshan laughed in disbelief. "Well, at least you're self-aware. Couldn't even bother writing a proper plot?"

[...A low-grade and cliché horror game. Cliché post-apocalyptic setting, cliché biohazard outbreak, cliché zombie siege—everything is cliché. You are trapped here, like a gladiator in ancient Rome. There is only one thing to do: pick up a weapon and kill them... or be killed.]

[*Note: Only by defeating the Final Boss can this simulation end!*]

In his field of vision, more than a dozen zombies began shambling toward him from every direction.

They came in all shapes and sizes, dressed in tattered clothing—some crawling upside-down, some fused together like centipedes, some resembling the Hulk, others grotesquely deformed.

A quick glance revealed levels ranging from lv.4 to lv.7. With rotting mouths agape, they lunged at Guanshan.

Under the cover of darkness, these freakish zombies let out bloodcurdling howls, their grotesque forms on full display.

"Raaagh—!"

A roar echoed from the side.

Guanshan turned his head and saw a massive zombie diving down from above, wielding a chainsaw—handle pointed downward.

Startled, he stumbled back two steps and quickly opened his backpack to grab a weapon.

Worried about causing too much commotion, he didn't draw his Glock or Oversized Boning Knife. Instead, he pulled out the Crowbar.

He inhaled sharply. "Anus... is technically still a door, right?"
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[Crowbar]  

[Effect: Opens any door that cannot be opened.]  

[Description: The holy sword of physics. You deserve it.]

The moment Guanshan saw the Crowbar listed in the Beginner Survival Kit, he knew it had potential.

This was no ordinary crowbar—this was a crowbar with personality.

It only opened doors that couldn't be opened.

But here came the real question: what exactly did "open" mean in this context? And what, precisely, qualified as a "door"?

If a house door or a car door counted, what about an electric gate? A religious sect?

What about anything that functioned like a door but couldn't be opened?

Most items had well-defined effects with clearly stated usage parameters—leaving little room for misinterpretation.

But not this crowbar. Its description was just a single sentence, with no limitations attached.

That was clearly unreasonable, which meant... the simulator had done it on purpose.

Chances were, this Crowbar didn't have any restrictions at all!

In his previous simulation, Guanshan had used the Crowbar to pry open a bus door that had been sealed shut by a flesh wall.

And now... it was time to put his theory to the test again.

"Shua!"

"Zzzzzzz——!"

With a deafening roar, the massive zombie came crashing down, chainsaw in hand, slamming toward Guanshan like a mountain falling from the sky.

It was a move filled with overwhelming pressure—especially since the creature was roughly the same size as the restaurant chef, practically a mountain in its own right.

At the same time, its info panel popped up.

[[Slaughterer] Giant Zombie (lv.7)]  

[HP: 1800]  

[Description: A kill-on-sight monster for beginners. If you see it, maybe it's time to reload your save.]

It was only level 7, yet its HP was thicker than the Chef's—twice as much as Guanshan's own!

Under normal circumstances, Guanshan would've dodged first, then looked for an opening to strike back.

But right now... the positioning was too perfect.

If he didn't take this chance, he'd feel like he was wasting a golden opportunity offered up on a silver platter.

He stepped forward and activated [Gravity Manipulation], lightening part of his own weight to boost his speed in an instant.

He tilted his head to dodge the initial arc of the descending chainsaw.

Then slid forward, crouched low, gripped the Crowbar with both hands, and swung upward.

The curved, sharpened tip of the Crowbar drew a clean arc through the air, hooking sharply into a particular cluster of muscle.

"Aarghhhhhhh!"

The giant zombie's howl cracked into a higher pitch, its face contorting grotesquely as the rotting flesh twisted and flaked off.

But this wasn't your average zombie.

This was a zombified brute—a cut above the rest.

Its eyes gleamed with vicious fury as it slammed the chainsaw into the ground, bracing its arms in an attempt to yank itself free using the rebound force.

By now, the hook of the Crowbar had already lodged deep into its flesh. Tearing itself away would cause massive trauma.

But if it didn't, the internal damage would be even worse!

The decision it made was akin to a gecko shedding its tail—brutal but brave.

Unfortunately for it, Guanshan wasn't going to let that happen.

[Gravity Manipulation] lasted a full five seconds. During that window, Guanshan could apply 50kg of gravitational force in any manner, to any target.

"Come—down—here!"

He withdrew the gravity that had lightened himself and applied it to the zombie instead—straight downward.

That 50kg became the final straw that broke the camel's back, dragging the monster into the abyss.

"Pshhhk!"

The Crowbar sank in completely. Guanshan followed up with a slide-kick, twisted the Crowbar, and opened a certain kind of "door."

He didn't stick around. With gravity retracted, he slipped away like a fish, putting plenty of distance between them.

Then Guanshan witnessed what it truly meant to "open a door."

We'll never know exactly what the zombie experienced in that instant, but its body ballooned like an overinflated balloon, outlines of its organs bulging beneath its skin. It lost control of its bladder on the spot. Its mouth stretched unnaturally wide—but not a single sound came out.

Then, after a final grotesque spasm, it was split cleanly in half from the bottom up by an invisible force.

Its innards spilled out in a gushing flood, the stench of rot raining down everywhere.

Instant kill!

"Huh... that actually worked."

Guanshan raised an eyebrow, then glanced at the Crowbar in his hand—still shining and spotless.

Hmm... somehow he felt a little grossed out by it.

"Whatever. It's just a simulation. Not like it's real."

He consoled himself and picked up the loot dropped by the giant zombie.

[High-Speed Chainsaw]  

[Attack Power: 300]  

[Description: Let's play a game?]

Guanshan was clearly impressed. "This chainsaw's got some serious damage—triple the power of the Oversized Boning Knife."

"For a level 7 monster, this guy's even tougher than the boss from the Meat Restaurant. Guess the newbie dungeon really was holding back for the players..."

He gave the Crowbar a few test swings, walked past the corpse, and headed toward the sudden halt in the zombie horde.

He muttered, "In that case, let's run a few more experiments. With so many monsters here, might as well farm them. Plus, this time it's not even that scary..."

The zombies across from him howled and charged like a stampede of demons.

"...Okay, maybe still a little scary."

——

What happened next—

To the Worker Bees assigned to monitor Zhao Jie, it was nothing short of a nightmare.

They were fools. Truly.

They'd known this Guanshan guy was strong, but they hadn't expected his methods to be so utterly brutal.

At first, they thought the unnatural death of that D-rank Flesh-Type ability-user was just a coincidence.

They never imagined... it was actually a hobby.

If they had a second chance, they'd definitely choose to observe from the shadows instead of confronting this terrifying monster head-on.

Because honestly, who wants to undergo hemorrhoid surgery without even having hemorrhoids?

After witnessing eight of their comrades meet horrific ends, the D-rank ability-user codenamed "Worker Bee 17" finally broke.

He was a mutation-type Flesh-Type ability-user. When he activated his power, he transformed into a werewolf-like form, gaining immense speed, strength, and a host of wolf-related enhancements.

But it didn't help!

No matter how fast or how frequently he attacked, no matter how badly he wounded that monster of a young man, the guy didn't even flinch—like it was nothing at all.

Every time he popped a heart-like thing that looked disturbingly like a baby's heart—who knew where it came from—he'd instantly regenerate.

And whenever Worker Bee 17 tried to close in, Guanshan would time it perfectly, drop gravity on him, slow him down, and counter in a flash.

Every attack felt like punching a cloud... useless, useless, useless!

Worker Bee 17 had never known such fear. It only took a few minutes to push him from desperate combat to desperate retreat.

But... the guy chasing him seemed even more afraid.

Guanshan's face was smeared with blood, expression tense, like he'd been frightened by Worker Bee 17 instead. But in the next second, he drew the Oversized Boning Knife and lopped off the man's arm.

Both arms gone, Worker Bee 17 squirmed on the ground, his tail tucked between his legs, trembling as he looked up at the Crowbar in Guanshan's hand.

"Please! Let me go! I'll tell you everything! The Killer Bees did experiments on Zhao Jie, but he was just one of them! I know where the other experiment sites are—I'll tell you everything..."

Guanshan remained unmoved. He raised the Crowbar again, frowning slightly.

Why is this monster so loud? Yapping on and on like that...

Is it trying to threaten me?

——
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From Guanshan's point of view, the zombie in front of him—covered in fur and resembling some kind of chimera—was just roaring with its mouth wide open, producing meaningless howls.

Even after losing both arms, it still thrashed around violently, eyes gleaming with malice as it glared at him.

This thing clearly hadn't given up on killing and was just waiting for a chance to strike back!

Guanshan was convinced he'd seen straight through the creature's twisted thoughts.

"As a monster, I have to admit—your dedication is admirable."

He nodded approvingly at the Elite Monster. "But as a player, the greatest respect I can offer... is killing you with my strongest weapon—and making sure to finish the job."

Right now, Guanshan's strongest weapon wasn't the Oversized Boning Knife or the High-Speed Chainsaw.

It was the Crowbar.

Without it, he'd have had to trade blows with that Giant Zombie for at least three hundred rounds. But with the Crowbar in hand? Instant kill.

Of course... if the target didn't have a "door," the weapon was basically useless.

Worker Bee 17 watched Guanshan pick up the Crowbar and sank into utter despair.

Everywhere around him lay severed limbs, blood, and spilled organs, filling the narrow alley with heat and the overwhelming stench of iron and rot.

To Worker Bee 17, this scene was hell itself.

Because those were all the bodies of people he knew...

He had watched them get "opened" alive by that Crowbar!

It was the most terrifying, agonizing death he'd ever witnessed. Just looking at the expressions on their faces before they died was enough to make him feel the pain as if it were his own.

Yes, the Killer Bees were monstrous criminals. Yes, every single member had blood on their hands. Dying during missions was just part of the job description.

But he never imagined he would die like this.

Crawling on the ground, hoarse and trembling, he begged, "Please... please, don't come any closer. I'll talk! I'll tell you everything! Just don't kill me..."

Lin Shuman snapped out of her daze, face pale as she covered her mouth to suppress the urge to vomit.

She kept repeating to herself: These are cold-blooded murderers, members of the Killer Bees. They deserve this... They deserve this...

Only then could she resist the desperate urge to run away.

"Wait a second... is he trying to confess? He's offering intelligence!"

Lin Shuman blinked, then brightened with hope.

No interrogation needed—what luck!

The only surviving enemy had been so thoroughly terrorized by Guanshan that he was about to spill the locations of the other Killer Bee labs.

But Guanshan had already lifted the Crowbar, ready to strike again.

Lin Shuman couldn't help feeling justified in her earlier judgment—it was never the Killer Bees' loyalty that stood in the way of Special Security Unit intelligence-gathering.

These people weren't specially trained agents—just a bunch of ability-users lumped together. Aside from their powers, they were normal people.

Facing someone like Guanshan, of course they'd break.

"So what now?" Lin Shuman paced nervously. "This is one of our few chances to gather loads of intel on the Killer Bee project. If we miss it, we might lose the chance to save a lot of victims!"

But she couldn't deactivate her ability. She couldn't risk exposing herself...

Suddenly, Xia Lei's voice came through the earpiece, low and urgent. "Heads up—the First Squad is being held off by someone. A C-rank, very strong. They're less than a hundred meters from your location, moving fast. Might charge into the alley any second."

"Warn Guanshan. If he's caught off guard, it could get messy."

Lin Shuman responded immediately, then took a deep breath and grabbed a stone, smashing it against a nearby pipe.

Clang!

Sure enough, it caught Guanshan's attention.

It was the simplest solution she could think of...

Even if she had to cover her face in embarrassment after doing it.

Guanshan jolted and spun around, but saw no new monsters. Just a stretch of chain-link fencing, some ruined buildings, and the mountain of corpses he'd created himself.

"Caw... caw..." A pair of crows called out and flew off.

"Seriously...?"

He twitched his lips, eyeing the stone on the ground with unease. "This is still Zombie Siege, right? Why does it suddenly feel like a ghost story?"

Still, the interruption was enough to stop him from committing another act of grotesque brutality.

He straightened up, glanced around, and walked over to pick up the stone. He turned it over in his hand—nothing unusual.

"Weird... someone definitely threw this here just now."

Guanshan frowned. With his level rising, his awareness of his surroundings had improved. The stone's trajectory had been flat—clearly tossed, not dropped from above.

"Could someone else be here?"

As Guanshan pondered—

Worker Bee 17 nearly broke down in tears, overwhelmed with joy. He thought Guanshan had finally shown mercy and immediately spilled every piece of intel he knew.

Lin Shuman scrambled to jot it all down.

Just as Guanshan was about to give up on the mystery and return to finish off the zombie, he heard footsteps.

Not ordinary footsteps, but the rapid, skittering kind that echoed through the buildings—someone moving fast, leaping between walls.

Guanshan turned sharply—and saw it.

A creature clinging to the outer wall of a nearby building, like a monster from a nightmare.

Its deformed face looked encased in a steel mask. Its eyes were pitch-black, tinged with red. Its knees bent the wrong way, and a thick tail lashed behind it. Razor-sharp claws dug deep into the plaster, sending flakes of dust raining down.

A panel appeared.

[[BOSS] [Speedster] Mutant Zombie (lv.10)]  

[HP: 800]  

[Description: It only needs a moment to kill you.]

"Hsss—"

It opened its gaping maw and let out a low growl, taunting Guanshan.

"Shua!"

The next instant, it vanished.

Guanshan's expression hardened.

"So that's why the BOSS hadn't shown up—it was waiting to ambush me! Level 10, but only 800 HP? The Driver had 10,000! These weird stats and that warning... its attack power must be insane!"

The moment he saw it disappear, he didn't hesitate—he activated [Gravity Manipulation] and rolled to the side.

A deafening whoosh cut through the air—those claws weren't just sharp, they were fast enough to create sonic booms.

Guanshan dodged in time, but when he looked back, the monster was grinning grotesquely. It kicked off the wall and launched itself again—this time, in a different direction.

Guanshan's heart sank.

That direction... was where Shen Dinghua was!

——
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Three minutes earlier, members of the You Division's First Squad had just arrived at the scene when they were suddenly attacked by a C-rank ability-user.

It was clearly a Flesh-Type mutation ability-user—his whole body was covered in scales, and both his hands and feet had morphed into clawed digits. His gray skin was rough and deeply wrinkled.

His face had flattened out, his mouth split all the way to his ears, and his eyes had become vertical slits. His nose had reduced to two gaping holes, yet strangely, his ears and hair remained intact.

He looked like a giant humanoid lizard, and the uncanny valley effect was severe—his resemblance to a human was just enough to be disturbing.

This was a common trait among mutation-type ability-users.

The higher their level, the more deeply they mutated, until eventually, they no longer resembled humans at all.

This particular ability-user was perched atop a rooftop, his skin color shifting to blend almost perfectly with the surroundings, lying in wait to ambush Guanshan.

The trio didn't notice him at first.

But soon enough, the lizard launched a surprise attack.

Its thigh muscles tensed like coiled springs, then exploded into motion—going from stillness to high-speed movement in an instant.

Its speed was nothing short of incredible. If not for the afterimages it left in the air, it might have seemed like teleportation.

That kind of speed was already hard to react to—even more so when it came in a sneak attack.

"Shua!"

Gao Ye reacted purely on instinct, drawing her blade to the side just in time to block the razor-sharp claws.

"So strong!"

Her heart sank. She'd barely managed to draw half the blade, the scabbard and the exposed steel each catching one of the creature's claws. The force of the impact made her arms tremble.

The claw tips grazed her pale cheek, leaving a line of blood.

But her blade had also sunk into the creature's palm.

"Hsss—"

The lizard's slit pupils blinked. It flicked out its tongue, hissing mockingly.

Gao Ye locked eyes with it and shouted in a low, commanding voice, "Scatter! It's Worker Bee 3! His ability is 'Lizard Morph'—he specializes in high-speed assaults and brute strength. Stick to the usual plan: Tang Zhi, mess with his thoughts. Chen Yunpeng, deploy a 300-meter barrier!"

"I'll hold him off. Stay mobile and don't let him touch you. If he does, you're probably dead on the spot!"

By "barrier," she meant Chen Yunpeng's ability: Protective Film.

As the name suggested, it created an invisible, protective membrane.

Each film could cover about a thousand square meters and was only nanometers thick, but it could withstand up to a hundred pounds of force—and even blocked sound.

It could be layered around his own body as a shield or spread out to protect buildings.

Thanks to this power, the Special Security Unit had saved a fortune in infrastructure repairs.

A 300-meter barrier from Chen Yunpeng meant layering the film twice, with enough left over to shield the squad.

Tang Zhi had already taken cover somewhere and responded through the earpiece, "One second!"

Meaning he'd activate his ability in one second.

While they coordinated, Worker Bee 3 didn't wait idly. He kept alternating between retreat and attack, his afterimages dancing midair, each movement blurring so fast it was nearly impossible to follow.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

The sound of claws clashing with blade rang out nonstop.

Gao Ye steadied her breath and silently counted down.

Then—Worker Bee 3 suddenly froze in place. His attack halted mid-motion, his eyes going vacant as if his soul had been ripped out.

"Now!"

Gao Ye inhaled deeply, raised her blade, and gathered her "Qi" along its edge before drawing it in a sharp arc that unleashed a raging wave of energy.

Blade Technique—Dragon's Roar!

"Shing—BOOM!"

The wave surged up three meters tall, slicing through the air with howling currents like a storming dragon. It crashed forward, blasting bricks and air aside as it tore toward the paralyzed Worker Bee 3.

Strictly speaking, Gao Ye's power wasn't an ability—it was Qi.

A force that could be cultivated through training. But without innate talent, one couldn't even sense it.

Though officially classified as a Trait-Type ability, Gao Ye and others like her who could wield Qi referred to themselves as "Heritage of the Immortals."

Worker Bee 3 snapped back to consciousness the moment the energy wave slammed into him. His face twisted in pain—but it quickly morphed into a defiant, smug grin.

"Boom—!"

He took the hit head-on and plummeted.

But mid-fall, he twisted nimbly, his claws digging into the nearby wall. Using it as leverage, he rebounded several times and shot off—straight toward Guanshan.

——

Hiding in a corner, Tang Zhi released the short-term Empathic Link and gasped, his face contorted in pain. Flashes of chaotic memories flickered in his vision.

One image stood out for a split second—a dim room filled with dozens of sleeping children.

"Experiment... prepare..."

The words were drowned in heavy static.

Even Chen Yunpeng's voice in the earpiece sounded faint. "Tang Zhi? Tang Zhi! Are you okay?"

Tang Zhi felt like his brain was being stabbed with needles. He sucked in a breath and forced out, "I'm fine... but I think I just picked up something huge."

——

"Damn it!"

After knocking the C-rank ability-user away, Gao Ye saw the sly grin on his face mid-fall—and instantly realized she'd been duped.

He'd faked weakness just to escape her range of attack!

Her heart sank. She immediately went after him.

At the other end of the alley, the lizard-man—his body now carved with deep gashes—was still moving at full speed. Hissing wildly, he zipped past Guanshan, barely grazing him, and bolted toward the exit.

Guanshan was stunned.

The Final Boss... wasn't targeting him?

It was heading out of the alley!

Shen Dinghua... Shen Dinghua was still out there!

The simulator had always made it clear—all scenes and objects were virtual. Guanshan believed it too.

If it was all simulated, then nothing should be able to affect people in the real world.

Yes, the simulator could damage the environment and even injure Guanshan—but only him. The rest of the setting was uninhabited.

That was the logic, anyway.

But right now, Guanshan didn't care about logic.

All he knew was—the monster's claws were aimed straight at Shen Dinghua!

[Gravity Manipulation] was still on cooldown. Guanshan immediately canceled the 50kg gravity weight he'd been using, instantly boosting his speed beyond that of the Mutant Zombie.

His vision blurred as he shot forward—past the alley, over the pavement, beyond the grotesque creature—and locked onto the slim figure waiting quietly ahead.

Shen Dinghua.

He switched to the Oversized Boning Knife and activated [Butcher's Heart], pushing himself to the limit to close the gap.

But the Mutant Zombie... still beat him to it.

Guanshan's blade had only just lifted—when the monster's claw reached Shen Dinghua's back.

No...

Guanshan's pupils contracted, his mind fracturing as he watched the claw inch closer... and begin to sink in.

Then—

It passed straight through the center of Shen Dinghua's body without resistance.

Guanshan froze.

No blood. No tearing. No scream.

The Mutant Zombie's claw pierced through her effortlessly—and then its entire body followed.

They overlapped and passed through each other as smoothly as if clipping through geometry.

No... this had to be... a glitch?

Guanshan blinked.

The Mutant Zombie landed in the distance, still hissing provocatively at him—completely ignoring Shen Dinghua.

Shen Dinghua, meanwhile, stood with her hands over her ears, her thin dress fluttering in the wind.

She seemed to hear something behind her and asked softly, "Xiaoshan?"
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The Mutant Zombie was still lurking nearby, eyes gleaming with a predator's hunger, ready to strike again at any moment.

But Guanshan's tension gradually eased.

He stared at Shen Dinghua's unharmed back. All the panic and fear that had surged to his throat moments earlier, along with the last shred of doubt, dissipated.

Of course. This was just a simulated construct created by the simulator.

It could only affect Guanshan. How could it possibly harm Shen Dinghua, someone from the real world?

"Xiaoshan, are you okay? I thought I heard something..." Shen Dinghua asked uneasily.

Her voice was full of concern, but she still followed Guanshan's original instructions—she didn't look back.

Guanshan took a deep breath to steady his trembling breath, still rattled from the earlier emotional spike, and gently replied, "It's nothing. Just someone trying to stir up trouble. Don't worry—I'll take care of it."

Shen Dinghua nodded. "Mm, I believe in you, Xiaoshan."

"Hissss—"

The Mutant Zombie flicked out its tongue, its eyes brimming with disdain and bloodlust. It sidestepped twice, then vanished with a sudden "whoosh."

Guanshan promised softly, "It'll be over soon... very soon."

——

Lin Shuman cowered in the corner of the alley, her gaze filled with terror and disbelief.

"What... was that..."

She even wondered if she'd been so frightened that her brain had started hallucinating.

"Shen Dinghua is just a normal person, so what the hell just happened?"

"How could that ability-user pass through her like she was air—or a ghost? That's impossible. Is she fake? Or are my eyes playing tricks on me?"

Clutching at her head, Lin Shuman felt her worldview beginning to warp. "That's not possible! Even Yezi got injured by that ability-user. The surrounding buildings were damaged too. So why is it that only Shen Dinghua is completely unaffected?"

"No... with all that commotion, there's no way Shen Dinghua didn't hear anything!"

In her earpiece, Gao Ye's voice came through in a low mutter, tinged with urgency. "Still fighting in the alley. I can't use my ability here—too likely to cause friendly fire. We're evenly matched. Even issuing a warning now could give the enemy an opening..."

——

Guanshan's [Gravity Manipulation] had just worn off.

He immediately began retreating, withdrawing back into the alley.

Now, things were starting to make sense. That Mutant Zombie had likely been trying to lure them into a more open area—terrain that would let it maximize its speed and strength.

Judging by what he'd seen so far, this boss was the classic glass cannon: extremely fast and powerful, but with low HP.

One scratch from it could kill him, but one good hit might also take it down.

In a narrow space like the alley, once it got pinned, it would be done for.

Guanshan's eyes flickered. If he couldn't fight it up close and its HP was low, then... one of the two skills he just acquired might be just the thing.

"Shua!"

The creature's silhouette appeared before Guanshan in a flash, shrieking as it lunged. Its claws slashed the air, leaving behind streaks of white sonic booms.

That burst of speed was insane!

Guanshan's scalp tingled. He barely got his Oversized Boning Knife halfway up before he was forced to take the hit head-on.

"Clang!"

The blade and claws collided, and the knife instantly vibrated with a high-pitched hum. Several chips flew off the edge, and cracks started forming along the body of the blade with a sharp "crack-crack."

The simulator popped up again—with a new alert: this weapon had a durability meter!

A vertical bar now appeared on the right side of his field of vision.

Its appearance meant the weapon had begun to wear down. The wear level would be reflected in the weapon menu, affecting both its Attack Power and resale value in the store.

And once that bar hit zero, the weapon would be considered broken.

Guanshan's heart dropped. Now he had a very clear idea of just how powerful this boss's attacks were.

Each strike packed the same punch as the Spider Monster's gravity-enhanced hits back then—enough to drop his HP by single digits in one blow. If any of those claws landed directly on him, he'd probably die instantly.

Even worse was the monster's attack speed.

There were so many claw afterimages, he'd lost count. They seemed to be coming from every direction. The relatively broad blade of the Oversized Boning Knife was soon covered in chips and gashes, the cracks spreading wider with every clash.

The durability bar vanished as fast as if a cat had locked eyes on a treat stick—dropping rapidly.

It felt like the weapon could shatter at any moment.

Guanshan gritted his teeth and swung the damaged knife, his brow twitching wildly. He couldn't even back away—any lapse in focus could open him up to a fatal strike.

"Stay calm. Just ten more seconds until the cooldown ends—that's my window to act!"

He began mentally counting down.

3... 2... 1!

Gravity—50kg—force it all downward!

Worker Bee 3 was mid-onslaught when his body suddenly felt twice as heavy. It was as if the gravity below had grown arms and was yanking him toward the earth.

His entire body sank, disrupting his movements and reaction time.

One of his claws veered off course and embedded itself in the wall, throwing off his entire rhythm!

A creeping sense of dread rose in his chest.

Worker Bee 3 yanked his claw free and whipped his head around—only to see Guanshan standing still, not pressing the attack.

Instead, Guanshan raised a hand and solemnly touched his fingertip to the center of his forehead.

Ancient, blood-red thorn-like markings rippled out from the point of contact, quickly spreading across his skin—his face, his hands—like coiling veins.

[Runic Inscription (Level 1)]

[Effect: Engrave one rune among [Life], [Shield], [Blessing], or [Thorns] to gain various enhancements. Duration: 50 seconds. Can be interrupted.]

Selection: Thorns.

[Thorns: Consumes 2% of your HP per second and deals equivalent damage to the target.]

Guanshan's HP was currently 1100.

2% per second meant 22 HP per tick.

Roughly 37 seconds—that's all it would take to kill the enemy outright!

"Hissss—!!!"

Worker Bee 3's expression twisted in panic as he realized the same eerie, thorny markings were now appearing on his own body!

He didn't know what this curse-like thing was, but instinct screamed that these thorns were burrowing into his flesh—and would soon tear him apart from the inside.

His gaze toward Guanshan shifted from cunning arrogance to pure, murderous intent.

He had to kill this bastard—now—or the runes would consume him!

The next 37 seconds became the most brutal stretch since Guanshan had activated the simulator.

A torrential barrage of attacks came his way. All he could do was dodge and block frantically, no room for counterattacks—just pure survival.

But the simulator's skill didn't let him down.

The Mutant Zombie's claw stopped just inches in front of Guanshan's eyes, about to rip through his skull.

Guanshan's Oversized Boning Knife—now reduced to little more than scrap metal—had pierced clean through the creature's body.

The simulator's kill notification sounded.

"Whew..."

Guanshan finally exhaled, deactivating the skill. The red thorn markings slowly receded beneath his skin, retreating to his forehead before vanishing.

Less than half a meter away, Shen Dinghua still had her hands over her ears.

"Mm... Xiaoshan, are we done yet?" she asked softly.

Guanshan glanced at his nearly zero HP and forced a smile. "Yeah... it's over. But not completely. I still have something to take care of. Just keep your eyes closed, and cover them well. Walk forward a bit."

He still needed to pick up the loot—and didn't want Shen Dinghua to see him squatting and looting the air like a weirdo.

Shen Dinghua gave a sweet "mm" in reply and did as told.

Guanshan took her hand and led her into the alley, which from his perspective was littered with flesh and gore.

He walked ahead while Shen Dinghua followed close behind, one hand covering her eyes.

As they passed by Lin Shuman, the completely stunned invisible gun went rigid, utterly frozen in place.

To her horror, Shen Dinghua parted her fingers just slightly, revealing crescent-shaped eyes—and smiled at her.

In this blood-smeared alley, that smile was like a blooming lily... radiant and eerie.

——
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A chill ran down her spine.

Lin Shuman's skin broke out in goosebumps under Shen Dinghua's gaze.

"She saw me! She definitely saw me!"

That thought completely overtook Lin Shuman's mind.

She was utterly stunned. There was no way this was just her imagination—at this close range, she had seen that look in Shen Dinghua's eyes with absolute clarity.

And there was no doubt about it—Shen Dinghua had done it on purpose!

She'd obediently followed Guanshan's every instruction earlier, but the moment he told her to close her eyes, she deliberately peeked through her fingers and smiled directly at Lin Shuman.

She'd even chosen an angle where Guanshan couldn't see her—his visual blind spot.

Which meant... not only could she see Lin Shuman despite her being in a "No Presence" state, she had also witnessed the entire battle just now—all the gruesome bloodshed in the alley...

Shen Dinghua had seen everything.

She was just pretending otherwise.

And clearly, the reason the ability-user couldn't detect or touch Shen Dinghua wasn't due to some mysterious power of Guanshan's—it was her doing. It had nothing to do with his still-undefined ability.

Lin Shuman could hardly breathe at the realization. She'd even leaned her head between the two of them earlier to look at the document on the phone...

Now she could practically picture it—Shen Dinghua smiling sweetly at her in that moment, eyes wide open.

"How terrifying..."

"Was that supposed to be a warning?"

A cold sweat soaked Lin Shuman's back. She didn't dare move a muscle, rigidly staring as Shen Dinghua followed behind Guanshan, retreating with him.

And Shen Dinghua? She had covered her eyes again, reverting to her obedient, innocent act. In a soft voice, she asked Guanshan what had happened, her tone laced with timid confusion. The sweetness of her voice could stir anyone's protective instincts.

Guanshan, as usual, responded gently, soothing her in a low tone. At the same time, he squatted occasionally to rummage through the mangled corpses, fishing out blood-soaked, unrecognizable objects.

Watching the two of them, Lin Shuman felt completely out of place. She couldn't help sinking deep into thought.

Maybe... they're not the problem.

Maybe the problem is me?

"...What just happened back there? Did Worker Bee 3's entire body pass right through Shen Dinghua?"

Gao Ye's voice came through the earpiece, her normally calm tone tinged with shock.

After all, anyone who saw that scene would find it unbelievable—your mind would naturally jump to ghosts or spirits.

But they all knew that was impossible.

They had thoroughly investigated everyone connected to Guanshan—especially Shen Dinghua, who was extremely close to him. She was, without a doubt, a living human being.

Chen Yunpeng sounded shaken. "I saw it too... Was that Guanshan's ability? Or—don't tell me—Shen Dinghua is actually a ghost?"

He shivered and clicked his tongue. "Come to think of it, this is the first time we've witnessed Guanshan fighting a C-rank ability-user, right?"

"That guy's terrifying. From first contact to killing Worker Bee 3—what, did it even take a full minute? And he didn't even get a chance to counterattack. Worker Bee 3 just suddenly dropped dead..."

Chen Yunpeng turned to Lin Shuman. "Invisible Gun, did you see what he did? How the hell did he pull that off?"

"Invisible Gun" was a nickname her teammates had given Lin Shuman.

Since she often worked alongside combat personnel, everyone in the First Squad was pretty familiar with her.

And honestly, the nickname fit her perfectly.

Tang Zhi, still reeling from the headache his ability had triggered, seemed completely out of the loop. "What? What are you guys talking about?"

That made Lin Shuman feel a little better.

See? She wasn't the only one spooked out of her mind. The world was still functioning normally.

"It's Shen Dinghua that's the problem. Guanshan didn't seem to be using his ability just now—it looked more like some kind of curse technique. I'll include the details in my report," Lin Shuman said firmly.

She stood up and realized her legs had gone a bit numb from crouching so long—they even trembled slightly. "Ugh... Anyway, our top priority should be cleaning up the scene, right?"

She looked up to see Gao Ye already standing on a nearby rooftop.

From her elevated position, Gao Ye surveyed the carnage in the alley below. Aside from marveling at Guanshan's brutal methods, she mostly felt a headache forming. "Let's clean up the scene."

All these Killer Bee members were utterly irredeemable scum. No matter how gruesome their deaths, none of them deserved pity.

But this kind of chaotic battlefield was tricky to deal with. For now, they could only cover the alley with an optical camouflage cloth and wait for the logistics team to arrive.

Chen Yunpeng couldn't help grumbling. "Aren't we... just cleaning up after him again? Why did Captain Xia send us here? The guy killed everyone all by himself—he didn't need protection at all!"

The First Squad of the You Division—how did they end up feeling like Guanshan's personal cleanup crew?

Gao Ye sheathed her blade. "Whether he needs it or not, that's up to his ability. But whether we show up or not—that's our responsibility."

She added seriously, "'Killer Bees' have set their sights on him. That means we have to protect him."

Her gaze shifted to a house nearby—Zhao Hong's home.

"Besides, this time, he gave us a lead."

Zhao Hong and his wife were just one pair among many of the "Killer Bees'" test subjects.

The organization had a clear objective, and the old man and child in Zhao Hong's home didn't fall into the category of potential ability-users. So they hadn't deployed much attention or force there.

No one expected the "Killer Bees" to loop back, silently making the couple's child another test subject—and even succeeding.

Those Worker Bees showing up so suddenly was likely no coincidence. They probably detected Guanshan's presence and, to avoid exposure, tried to transfer this experiment elsewhere.

Tang Zhi popped out of nowhere again, rubbing his temples with a deeply troubled expression. "I just used Empathic Link and caught fragments of Worker Bee 3's past."

"'Killer Bees' have abducted a large number of children and concentrated them somewhere—probably for mass experimentation."

He sounded frustrated. "But I couldn't sense exactly where..."

Gao Ye, still watching Guanshan's retreating figure, eyes glinting, suddenly said, "Wait here... If Guanshan lured us here with that whole thief-yelling-to-catch-a-thief act, then he must know something."

With that, she jumped straight off the rooftop and strode toward Guanshan.

"Eh?!" Lin Shuman was completely dumbfounded. She hadn't expected Gao Ye to charge up so directly.

But at this point, it was far too late to throw out a stopping hand.

——

[Countdown: 00:00]

The simulator's countdown to destroy the scene had ended. Guanshan instinctively glanced back.

The alley was dimly lit, but all the corpses and gore from earlier had vanished. It looked like just an ordinary alley now.

All his lingering doubts vanished. His mood lightened considerably. Yep—just fake stuff. No need to overthink it.

The simulator's interface flooded his vision with notifications.

[Simulation Complete: Zombie Siege]

[Final Boss Defeated: 1/1 (Evaluation Rank ↑)]

[Elite Monsters Defeated: 3/3 (Evaluation Rank ↑)]

[Normal Monsters Defeated: 7/7 (Evaluation Rank ↑)]

[Items Obtained: High-Speed Chainsaw ×1, Strong Healing Item ×13, Odd Obsidian Polyhedron ×1, Locked Box ×1, Key to a Certain Box ×1]

[Evaluation Rank: Perfect (All items retained)]

[Rewards Obtained: Game Coins ×6000, Skill Points ×2]

[Achievement Unlocked: "Open the Door! Spread the Warmth!" (Kill 10+ enemies using a Crowbar)]

[Achievement Reward: [Incendiary Magazine (Stackable)] ×1]

[All rewards have been delivered to your backpack. Please check.]

[Settlement complete. Please wait patiently for the next simulation.]

"Whew... Good thing those new healing items dropped. Otherwise, I'd be heading to the hospital again..."

"This simulator's getting harder and harder. Looks like it's time to tackle that breakthrough quest."

Guanshan was still mulling that over when he saw a vaguely familiar girl walking toward him. He blinked. "You're... Xia Lei's relative, right?"

"..."

Gao Ye paused briefly, then nodded expressionlessly. "Guanshan, do you know what happened with Zhao Hong?"
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"Huh?"

Guanshan froze.

"Zhao Hong's situation?"

Everyone connected to Zhao Hong was already dead—what else could there be? Naturally, it had to be that neither the killer nor the truth had been uncovered yet.

Guanshan took a closer look at the girl across from him. Though her expression showed some curiosity, it was mostly certainty.

It was as if... she was quite confident that he knew something.

And truthfully, he did know more than the average person—after all, he had the file Li Zhiying gave him.

"How does this girl know that?"

Although the murder of Zhao Hong and his wife had only happened recently, there wasn't much buzz about it online. The public's attention had already moved on.

Very few people would even care about Zhao Hong's home address.

The only ones who'd come here to bother Zhao Hong's mother were journalists.

A thought struck Guanshan. "Wait a second—Xia Lei from the Special Security Unit is her relative. I don't know what that unit actually does, but it's some kind of law enforcement, so she might've heard something from Xia Lei."

"She probably also knows I'm a journalist. And now that she's seen me show up at Zhao Hong's house, she's put the pieces together."

Everything suddenly made sense in Guanshan's mind. He had an epiphany.

Still, he wondered—why was this girl asking about Zhao Hong?

At her age and with her family background... was she just fascinated by cold cases and wanted to play detective or test her courage?

Guanshan recalled Xia Lei mentioning that he'd pulled her out of a bar, which meant this girl wasn't exactly the obedient type. Probably a bit rebellious—maybe she really was the type to do something like this.

"Yeah, there's no other explanation, is there?"

Nodding inwardly, Guanshan affirmed his theory—she was just a curiosity-driven teenager trying to play detective.

So he replied with a mix of resignation and amusement, "I do know a few things, but why should I tell you?"

A direct response!

He really does know something!

Gao Ye narrowed her eyes. Guanshan's half-smiling, half-condescending expression—like a smug elder—only confirmed her suspicions: this guy definitely knew everything about the Killer Bees' operations and plans!

Which meant his entrance into the restaurant that day had to be intentional.

He went in acting clueless, appearing like easy prey to lower Zhao Hong and his wife's guard, only to flip the script and strike them down.

Same thing with the bus incident.

And now? Another performance, drawing them here with a staged act, only to "graciously" point them toward some hidden clue they supposedly missed.

Once might be coincidence. Twice, a fluke. But three times? That was deliberate.

Gao Ye could understand her mentor Xia Lei's approach—he preferred gentle probing.

He probably thought Guanshan, while mysterious and ruthless, was psychologically stable enough for negotiation. He hoped for peaceful cooperation.

But that approach handed all the initiative to the other side. And Guanshan's indifference toward ability-user affairs... it was practically enabling the enemy.

Gao Ye, on the other hand, felt that Guanshan didn't even bother to hide his intentions when he acted.

What was his method of drawing them here?

He came in person to investigate Zhao Hong's death.

But who killed Zhao Hong?

Guanshan.

It was almost like he was openly declaring, "Something's off with me. Come check it out."

And the moment they arrived, the Killer Bees couldn't hold back—one by one, they jumped out and got slaughtered by Guanshan.

It was like Jiang Taigong fishing—whoever took the bait got hooked. However many came, he'd kill them all.

Seeing Guanshan's unflinching response now only strengthened her conviction.

This man wasn't someone you couldn't communicate with—he just told you only what he wanted you to know.

Gao Ye lifted her chin and countered, "And why shouldn't you tell me?"

Guanshan raised an eyebrow, smiling. "Kids should focus on their studies instead of poking around in dangerous business. If something happened to you, I wouldn't be the one mourning. Also—don't answer a question with another question."

"I'm not—"

Gao Ye frowned, wanting to argue, but Guanshan had just come out of a brutal fight and only wanted to rest—and maybe look into that breakthrough quest.

He sighed. "Don't waste your energy. I'm not about to spill everything I know for free. You'd be better off asking that police relative of yours."

He shrugged. "I'm just a small-time journalist. How could I possibly match the efficiency of the public security system, right?"

He added sincerely, "Look, I came all the way here and found nothing. But your police uncles? For all we know, they already know who the killer is. So instead of playing detective, why not just wait for the official updates?"

Shen Dinghua nodded and chimed in sweetly, "That's right, little one. We're going to rest now—we've been out almost all day, and we've got work this afternoon."

"..."

To Gao Ye, it all sounded like mockery.

The ones who had found nothing were them—and the killer was standing right in front of them.

Was this his way of saying, Don't bother trying to fish information out of me?

She understood this was a clear rejection. But the phrase "wait for updates" almost sounded like a veiled hint that he might act again.

Fine. She couldn't force it...

"I'll be back," Gao Ye said stubbornly.

Guanshan shrugged. "Alright. If you insist on playing detective, the result will be the same either way."

"But, little detective—I don't even know your name. You sure got comfortable fast."

Gao Ye replied seriously, "Gao Ye. Gao, as in noble. Ye, as in leaf."

——

Gao Ye watched Guanshan walk away, feeling a bit deflated.

Sure, he answered her questions—but he was still as slippery as ever. Just like he was back at the hospital with Xia Lei.

He was really a tough nut to crack.

"Captain, the logistics team is here. Let's head out."

Chen Yunpeng added, "Instructor Xia asked us to regroup and analyze Guanshan's new ability. Plus, that Worker Bee spilled several of the Killer Bees' experimental sites. We should check them out ASAP."

Gao Ye nodded and took a deep breath. It was more important to deal with the intel they already had.

They could get closer to Guanshan later.

Tang Zhi groaned, "That Worker Bee's mind was a mess. This counts as a work injury—I need three days off..."

As Gao Ye walked, she suddenly froze. She turned and grabbed Tang Zhi by the arm. "Say that again!"

Tang Zhi blinked nervously. "I said... uh... three hours off?"

Gao Ye shook her head, eyes sharp. "No. When you used Empathic Link—what did you see? Think carefully. Besides the children, was there anything related to 'school'?"

Tang Zhi jumped a little and tried to recall. "No... nothing... wait—maybe! That dim room... I think there was chalk dust on the floor!"
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Tang Zhi's words left Chen Yunpeng stunned. "Chalk dust?"

Tang Zhi said excitedly, "There was chalk dust on the ground! And not just a little—quite a bit of it! All collected in the corners between the walls and the floor. There's only one kind of place where that happens!"

Gao Ye mused aloud, "A classroom?"

Chen Yunpeng suddenly understood, eyes lighting up. "Only places where chalk is used over a long period would accumulate that much dust in the corners."

Tang Zhi, energized, was about to speak again but paused, frowning. He shook his head and hesitated. "No... the space was really cramped. The ceiling was no higher than one and a half meters. In the scene I sensed using Empathic Link, Worker Bee 3 had to bend down to get inside—and in that moment, his thought was: 'Smells awful.'"

He gestured with his hands. "Also, there was light filtering in through narrow gaps above, and the floor wasn't tiled—it was dirt."

Gao Ye frowned as well, puzzled by the description.

It didn't sound like a classroom at all... but then why was there chalk dust in the corners?

The three exchanged glances, momentarily at a loss.

Just then, Xia Lei's voice suddenly came through their earpieces: "It's a pigsty."

All three of them: "???"

Chen Yunpeng was dumbfounded. "A pigsty?! But... why would there be chalk dust in a pigsty?"

Xia Lei explained, "In some rural areas, houses are built with an open area at the bottom for raising pigs. People live in the upper floors."

"The light Tang Zhi saw was likely coming through the gaps in the wooden floor above. And the chalk dust means the upper floor was used as a classroom. The dust likely sifted down through the cracks, settling into the corners—just like in a real classroom."

He concluded, "So what Tang Zhi sensed with Empathic Link was probably a pigsty beneath a school in some impoverished rural village."

Chen Yunpeng muttered with dawning realization, "I see... No wonder Worker Bee 3 thought it smelled bad. You really have seen a lot, Instructor Xia."

Gao Ye murmured thoughtfully, "There probably aren't many villages still that poor. If we assign people to investigate them one by one, we might actually find it."

Tang Zhi gave a bitter smile. "But all we know is that it's under a school in some village—that's still like finding a needle in a haystack."

Gao Ye shook her head. "At least now it's the Mediterranean Sea, not the Pacific."

Tang Zhi and Chen Yunpeng looked at each other—and saw hope in each other's eyes.

The Killer Bees had been secretly conducting experiments with Sublimation Candy for at least a year. The Special Security Unit had been chasing them that whole time.

But the enemy's movements were stealthy and scattered. They often fled immediately after giving the candy to a test subject. Their caution had been extreme—there had never been a case of them returning to the same location.

What's more, the test subjects from the Sublimation Candy experiments often caused problems, slowing down the investigation.

Each local Special Security Unit had been handling them case by case. It wasn't until Guanshan appeared that the Killer Bees experienced a complete collapse—exposing multiple experimental sites in the process.

Tang Zhi's eyes sparkled. "Great! Let's have the logistics team start checking locations while we hit those experimental sites. This time, we'll wipe the Killer Bees out completely!"

Chen Yunpeng asked curiously, "Captain, how did you connect all this to 'school' in the first place?"

Gao Ye's expression turned serious. "Guanshan told me."

Chen Yunpeng was shocked. "Damn, he really does know the Killer Bees' movements?"

Gao Ye nodded firmly.

She had asked him why he couldn't just tell her.

Guanshan's answer had been: kids should focus on their studies... and also, don't answer a question with another question.

Right—don't answer a question with another question.

But when she had first asked Guanshan, "Do you know about Zhao Hong," he had replied, "Why should I tell you?"

There was no way he'd be so childish as to deliberately dodge the question.

Which meant... if she filtered out all the questions in their exchange, what remained was the answer.

"Kids should focus on their studies."

Wasn't that a reference to the kidnapped children and their surrounding environment?

Gao Ye thought to herself—this guy kept insisting he wouldn't reveal anything for free... but in the end, he still told her.

Hmph. What a tsundere.

——

After a short break, Guanshan and Shen Dinghua visited the apartment building where the holdout homeowner lived.

The building had ten floors in total. The holdout lived on the seventh—unit 704.

As the two walked through the hallway, even their footsteps echoed faintly.

Guanshan leaned over the railing and looked down. The apartment complex was actually quite large, built in a fully enclosed structure. In the central atrium stood some rusting exercise equipment like those found in public parks.

All the doors were tightly shut, faded Spring Festival couplets fluttering in the breeze. The nearly abandoned building looked desolate.

"Good thing it's broad daylight. Otherwise... this place would be kinda creepy."

Guanshan was about to crack a joke when he suddenly felt a chill in his chest.

This setup... was a little too fitting.

Could the Horror Game Simulator be starting again?

Shen Dinghua blinked and leaned in close, tilting her head. "Xiaoshan, you look a little nervous. Don't tell me you're scared?"

She spread her arms wide, full of heroic flair. "If you're scared, just hold me tight!"

She looked positively thrilled.

Wasn't their dynamic reversed?

Guanshan's mouth twitched. He shook his head. "No... we're on the seventh floor."

He pointed at the number posted on the wall and quickly strode ahead.

He reassured himself: if the simulator were going to activate, it would've done so already. The fact that it hadn't meant it probably wasn't going to.

"704... here it is."

Guanshan stared at the tightly shut door and gave it a tentative knock.

No response.

He knocked again—still nothing, not even after calling out.

"Well, looks like this holdout really is a pain. Not afraid of being cursed—just afraid of being ignored."

He sighed. "Let's go."

Shen Dinghua offered comfort. "It's not urgent. We'll come up with something."

Guanshan nodded. "I plan to start by investigating Qin Deguang's wife and daughter."

Shen Dinghua clasped her hands behind her back and skipped a few steps ahead, chirping brightly, "Oh right, Xiaoshan, I heard a lot of people have been coming here to test their courage lately. Supposedly, this place is super creepy at night."

People really did love a good scare...

Guanshan couldn't help chuckling. Just as he was about to reply, he suddenly felt a cold drop on his neck—like something had dripped down.

He froze and reached up to touch it.

"..."

He rubbed his fingers together—it felt slick.

Looking up at the corridor ceiling, he frowned. "Oil?"

Squinting, he peered upward for a long moment—but saw no signs of leakage.

Frowning deeper, Guanshan instinctively glanced back at the tightly closed door... and saw an eye.

A single eye staring dead at him through the peephole.

His hair stood on end. He stumbled back several steps, heart racing.

Still shaken, he turned to call out to Shen Dinghua—only to find the eye had vanished, leaving behind only a deep, hollow blackness.

Shen Dinghua turned back, puzzled. "What's wrong?"

Guanshan forced a smile. "N-nothing..."

That eye... could it have been Qin Deguang?

Had he been staring at Guanshan the entire time he was knocking?

Shen Dinghua ran back and grabbed the stiffened Guanshan, pulling him away. "Come on! I know a place nearby that's super delicious. Let's go there for dinner and then head home."

Guanshan pulled up the simulator interface, hoping—just this once—it would say, "scene scan complete."

Unfortunately, the simulator remained completely silent.

——
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After parting ways with Shen Dinghua at the doorstep, Guanshan returned home and headed straight for a shower.

It was just the beginning of autumn, and the weather was still quite warm. After running around outside for a while, he was drenched in sweat.

"Thankfully, with my level higher now, my physical condition has improved significantly. Running around like this is much easier than before—just a bit of sweating, nothing more."

Once he finished washing up, Guanshan stood before the mirror, looking at his reflection.

He had a face that could fairly be called handsome—sharp features, clear black-and-white eyes, and a gentle, scholarly smile that naturally made him seem approachable.

After all, a newspaper journalist was still a journalist. There were unspoken standards for appearance. Even though he rarely appeared on camera, maintaining a decent image was still essential during interviews. Otherwise, people wouldn't even want to talk to you—how could you get any information?

"But... it seems like the simulator's level-ups and passive boosts only bring strength and speed. They don't change your physical appearance."

Guanshan pinched his arm. The texture felt no different than before—no obvious muscle growth.

But he had tested it: he could now easily crush a marble block in the courtyard with his bare hands.

In other words, crushing a human skull wouldn't be much harder.

"This level of strength... probably surpasses the Butcher, but it's still weaker than that Mutant Zombie from earlier today."

Guanshan narrowed his eyes and reached up to touch the spot on his chest in the mirror.

There, faintly visible, was a crimson heart-shaped symbol. Veins of blood spread outward from the center, with three prominent blood vessels branching from it.

But now, two of the vessels had shriveled dry. Only one continued to pump blood.

"Butcher's Heart? So it has three uses in total, and I've already used two—only one left?"

Guanshan immediately connected the image to the accessory he was wearing.

"This must be visible only to me—a kind of reminder for players."

He shook his head, left the bathroom, went downstairs, brewed a cup of tea, and settled into the living room. Turning on the TV, he began reviewing the items he'd obtained from the latest simulation.

The Flesh-Entwined Parasites were completely used up now, but fortunately, he had picked up thirteen Strong Healing Items from the Elite Monsters and the Final Boss.

Guanshan felt that healing items were always his greatest need.

But as everyone knows, horror games always ration resources harshly.

How else could they keep up the pressure?

This time, the healing item sounded serious, but its effects were anything but.

[Strong Healing Item]  

[Effect: Instantly restores 50% of HP, but reduces Max HP by 5.]  

[Description: Produced by a biochemical lab under a large organization. Its side effects were deliberately concealed at the time of sale. Market price: 2.13 million yuan per bottle.]

"Trading 5 points of max HP for 50% healing... whether that's a good deal or not probably depends on the person using it."

Guanshan shook the glowing violet bottle in his hand.

But for him... he had no choice.

Originally, he had picked up fifteen bottles. But by the time the dungeon run ended, he had only single-digit HP left and had to chug two of them on the spot to fully recover.

Max HP -10.

So now his max HP was down to 990. With his passive bonuses, that brought it to 1089.

That eleven-point difference might not seem like much, but in certain moments, it could be the fine line between life and death.

"Things just keep getting more dangerous..."

With a sigh, Guanshan immediately spent 2 Skill Points—one on Pile of Rotten Flesh and one on Gravity Manipulation.

At level 2, Pile of Rotten Flesh increased total HP by 15%. That brought his HP up to 1138.5—about forty points higher than before.

Level 2 Gravity Manipulation expanded its range from twenty meters to fifty meters, and its weight limit from 50kg to 100kg. Duration and Cooldown remained unchanged.

Guanshan's eyes lit up. "A hundred kilograms... I might be able to smash some of the lighter mobs to death outright. I won't be so helpless during group fights anymore!"

Still, HP and Skills were only one part of the picture.

The more pressing problem was that his current weapons were growing less effective. The Oversized Boning Knife was outright scrapped.

At least the broken knife still fetched 50 Game Coins when sold to the store—recycled trash.

Guanshan considered his remaining arsenal. "If I coat the High-Speed Chainsaw with Toxin Ointment, I can add a poison debuff. 1% HP loss per second—not much, but better than nothing."

He took out his Glock 17 and a translucent magazine etched with flame patterns. "The key item is the Achievement reward—Incendiary Magazine."

Without hesitation, he slapped the magazine into the handgun.

The info updated immediately—

[Glock 17 – Incendiary]  

[Ammo Capacity: Infinite]  

[Attack Power: 50 + 150 (If the enemy is burning, they lose an additional 7 HP per second.)]  

[Description: A rare little handgun. After modification, its bullets explode on impact—boom! boom! boom!]

On top of the base 50 damage, it now added 150 explosive damage plus a burn debuff.

Even without landing headshots, the gun's firepower was now nothing to scoff at.

Guanshan was thoroughly pleased with the upgrade. Most importantly, with both burning and poison debuffs, the damage would stack nicely for a deadly combo.

As for the remaining three items... they were a bit more puzzling.

He pulled them from his backpack: the Odd Obsidian Polyhedron, the Locked Box, and the Key to a Certain Box.

The key and box looked fairly ordinary. Guanshan gave it a try—and sure enough, they were a matching pair.

Click.

The box opened with a mechanical snap. Inside, the structure resembled a stand—as if meant to hold something.

Guanshan paused, then looked at the Odd Obsidian Polyhedron in his hand.

"This shape... looks like a perfect fit?"

He placed the multifaceted crystal sphere onto the stand. It slotted in seamlessly.

"So this box was made just for holding this orb?"

"But then... why not just put the orb in the box to begin with? Why go through the trouble of locking it?"

Instinctively, he closed the lid to test it—only for a line of text to appear before his eyes.

[Odd Obsidian Polyhedron]  

[Effect: If sealed in a place devoid of light, it will summon the Night Demon. It must drink blood to rest.]  

[Description: I summon you from the cerulean mountains.]

The lid clicked into place.

"...Shit!"

——

"This is the place?"

Wang Yong stared at the house in front of him. It was clearly an old home, complete with an osmanthus tree in the yard.

A tattooed teenager standing nearby replied, "Yeah, we followed him all the way here. During the day, this guy was chatting up that old lady."

Another added, "I've seen him before—he's a journalist from the local newspaper."

"A newspaper journalist? He had the guts to come back? Didn't we already warn them?"

Wang Yong didn't look that old himself, but the grin he flashed was disturbingly out of place for his age. "Tough luck for him... having such a pretty girlfriend. Tonight, let's have a little fun."

The other teens with him grew visibly excited.

"How about we do the same thing we did to Zhao Hong and Fang Minmin? Tie him up and make him watch..."

Wang Yong shot them a glance. "Don't get reckless. Handle them one by one. If we make too much noise, it'll be trouble. We don't have those guys backing us up anymore."

"Let's go."

He took the lead, vaulting the wall and slipping into Guanshan's house.

——
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After Wang Yong climbed over the wall, the remaining teens followed suit, vaulting into the courtyard.

He took a moment to survey the area and noticed that the osmanthus tree had been deliberately planted in a raised flowerbed, with potted plants neatly arranged all around it.

Lush and full of life.

"Quite the cozy setup... too bad they won't be enjoying it for much longer."

Wang Yong chuckled and said, "A'Jing, Tian Bin, you two go check what that guy's up to."

The two teens who had spoken earlier nodded immediately. Silently, they crept toward the window and spotted Guanshan inside the living room, fiddling with something.

He was on the first floor. Easy target.

They exchanged a look, one of them staying to keep watch while the other turned back to report to Wang Yong.

Following their usual routine, A'Jing remained by the window to monitor Guanshan's movements.

Tian Bin turned around, thrilled to deliver the signal to move in—when out of the corner of his eye, he noticed something strange.

The house next door had a light on.

He froze.

Impossible!

They'd scoped the place out earlier. The neighboring villa had gone dark long ago—that's why they decided to take them out one by one!

Just as Tian Bin was about to warn the others, a silhouette suddenly appeared in the lit window.

The curtain distorted the image slightly, but it was clearly the outline of a girl. Her hand rested on the glass, completely still... as if she'd been watching them the entire time.

Was that the journalist's girlfriend?! Did—did she see everything?!

Tian Bin felt a jolt of terror shoot up his spine, his scalp tingling.

He stumbled in panic and rushed to Wang Yong, pointing frantically toward the window. "Brother Wang, that—that girl saw everything! What do we do?!"

Wang Yong tilted his head toward the window, scowling with impatience. "There's nothing there. Are you seeing things?"

Tian Bin blinked and looked again in the direction he'd pointed.

But now, all he saw was darkness. The villa was quiet, still, and completely unlit.

No light. No shadow.

He muttered in disbelief, "How could that be...?"

The other teens burst out laughing.

"Tian Bin, what's got you so scared? Don't tell me you saw a ghost?"

"I bet he's just too nervous—so scared he's hallucinating."

"Same thing happened last time. We had to yell at him a dozen times before he dared to act. If you're such a coward, why even come?"

Tian Bin's face flushed red with anger, but he couldn't find the words to argue. That sense of dread still lingered in his chest. He was absolutely certain it hadn't been a hallucination.

Wang Yong watched him stammer in silence and clicked his tongue. "Useless. Stay in the back when we move in—don't screw this up."

Tian Bin mumbled, "Y-yeah... okay."

Wang Yong asked about the journalist's current status, and Tian Bin gave a full account. The others relaxed, laughing and joking as they strolled toward the front door.

They were clearly seasoned at this. One kept watch, another picked the lock—it was all smooth and practiced.

At last, a soft click. The lock gave way.

The moment the door creaked open, Wang Yong's body tensed with excitement, reacting on instinct. His mind flashed back to that night two months ago.

A strange man—he couldn't even remember what he looked like anymore—had displayed inhuman strength before them, then promised that if they helped him with one task, they too could gain such power.

They'd felt uneasy at first, even scared. But when they heard what was required... Wang Yong had been stunned—then overwhelmed with excitement.

Fang Minmin... That woman was beautiful. Everyone in the neighborhood knew how stunning she was.

Rumor had it she graduated from a prestigious university, yet ended up working as a waitress at that restaurant. Countless customers came just to catch a glimpse of her bending over to wipe tables.

But Zhao Hong, that towering hulk of a man, was an intimidating presence. Most people wouldn't dare do more than fantasize.

Wang Yong had no idea how that chef got so lucky.

Well... that luck belonged to them now.

The man had promised: complete the task, and he'd handle the rest.

So they'd brought knives and rope, broken into Zhao Hong's tiny restaurant, crept upstairs to the bedroom, gagged the sleeping Fang Minmin, dragged her to the floor, and held her down as she struggled—her eyes wide with despair.

Zhao Hong had woken in the middle of it. The look in his eyes—absolutely terrifying.

Wang Yong had to admit, for a moment, he was scared too.

But then, Zhao Hong had been pinned in place by an invisible force, completely immobilized.

Like a dead fish, all he could do was stare at them with bloodshot eyes, powerless.

The boys had exchanged glances, then broke into twisted, manic grins.

That night, they tried everything they could think of.

Then, quietly, they slipped away without a trace.

The man had kept his word. He handed Wang Yong something that looked like a piece of candy—but it granted him extraordinary power.

After that, Zhao Hong and his wife vanished, only to be found dead days later. No one suspected them.

The case seemed buried. Only low-tier tabloids had shown any interest. A few reporters poked around, but a little intimidation was all it took to drive them off.

At this rate, it would all fade into obscurity.

"But this feeling—having control over life and death, over someone's will—it's too intoxicating to give up... You really should've stayed out of this."

Wang Yong's smile oozed confidence, his bared teeth and naked gaze making him look almost inhuman.

The door burst open.

A horde of twisted, grinning teens stormed inside like a pack of hungry wolves.

What kind of expression would that journalist make?

Shock? Fear? Desperation?

Would he beg? Regret? Scream?

Just picturing it was enough to flood his brain with dopamine. His lips curled into a grin.

But none of them could've imagined what actually waited behind that door...

Sitting in the middle of the living room, bathed in lamplight, was a massive creature cloaked in darkness.

It looked like a living shadow, a nightmare made flesh.

Its hulking form pressed against the ceiling, devouring all nearby light. It had no face, only two sharp horns protruding from its head. Two wings hung from its back, and it crouched low, its elongated limbs and claws radiating a deadly sharpness.

Guanshan stood with his back to the monster, closing the lid of a strange box.

Click.

The monster raised a claw, seemingly ready to strike.

Bang!

The door burst open, footsteps rang out—the creature turned its head.

Wang Yong and his crew froze mid-step, their grins vanishing in an instant.

Whoosh!

The shadowy beast suddenly unfurled its wings. Its face elongated as it let out a screech too high-pitched for human ears.

"Hel—"

The shadows surged like a tidal wave, engulfing the intruders completely. Bones and flesh were crushed in an instant, their screams of terror and despair swallowed whole and devoured.

——

The moment the box clicked shut, Guanshan nearly had a heart attack.

"What the hell?! Are you kidding me?! 'If sealed in a place devoid of light, the Night Demon will be summoned'?! You make a box this big, perfectly tailored for it, and expect people not to try putting it inside?!"

"Since when do sealed items summon demons when you CLOSE the box?! Isn't it usually the other way around?!"

Guanshan cursed under his breath, hurriedly opening the box again.

"Phew..."

He barely had a moment to breathe when he heard noise behind him—most notably, the creak of the front door.

"Who's there?!"

Startled, Guanshan spun around.

Only to find the front door wide open, and a dazed teen standing in the doorway.

No one else.

Tian Bin trembled violently. That shout from Guanshan shattered what little courage he had left.

His legs gave out, and he collapsed to his knees with a thud, kowtowing frantically.

"Please don't kill me! I'm sorry, I was wrong, I'll never do it again... We did it, it was all us, please don't kill me, I'm begging you..."

Guanshan: "?"

——
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What kind of experience is it to suddenly see a complete stranger break into your home in the middle of the night, then drop to his knees and beg for mercy?

Guanshan's expression could only be described with one meme:

Black Guy Question Mark.jpg.

His first instinct, naturally, was that it had to be a scam.

"Is this some kind of extortion setup? He pretends to faint when I approach, then tries to blackmail me."

Guanshan stared at the teen furiously kowtowing before him, utterly baffled. He mentally cursed while hastily putting away the box and the Odd Obsidian Polyhedron, relieved that he'd closed it quickly—thankfully, nothing had actually been summoned.

"But this guy doesn't look like he's acting. And no one else jumped out to play along..."

Tian Bin was slamming his head against the floor so hard that a purplish bump had already formed, with a trickle of blood seeping out.

"Forget it. This kind of bizarre situation... let the police uncles handle it."

To be safe, Guanshan took out his phone, intending to record a video before calling the police.

Just to prove he hadn't coerced anyone.

Tian Bin must've hit his head too hard—he suddenly swayed and nearly passed out. As Guanshan turned on the camera, he finally got a clear look at the boy's face.

Guanshan frowned. "Wait a second... this guy looks familiar."

His memory wasn't so poor that he'd forget a face he'd seen. A second later, he remembered where.

It was from the photo attached to that file!

The image was blurry, but the boy had been standing toward the back, and half his face had been caught in the shot.

Now that he was standing right here, there was no mistaking him.

Guanshan had spent the day wondering how to track down the people in that photo—and one had just delivered himself to his front door.

Combined with the strange scene of this kid barging into his house to beg for his life, odds were high—this had something to do with Zhao Hong's case.

His private investigation must've "alarmed" them.

Guanshan switched to the audio recording function, took two steps forward, grabbed Tian Bin by the collar, and pulled him upright, halting his frantic kowtowing. He asked in a low voice, "You were one of the people who broke into Zhao Hong's home, weren't you? Why did you come to mine?"

Tian Bin had seen his companions crushed by that terrifying shadowy monster. The twisted faces—filled with fear and despair—were burned into his mind. He was scared out of his wits, ready to confess everything down to his ancestors.

He nodded furiously, voice trembling. "Y-yes... it was all us. That man said he'd cover for us, so Brother Wang led us to do it... Same thing tonight. Because you and that old lady were asking questions, Brother Wang wanted to teach you a lesson. And—and your girlfriend..."

"You all?" Guanshan narrowed his eyes and cut him off. Dragging him by the collar, he checked his front door's lock—sure enough, signs of forced entry.

"And the others?"

Weren't the rest devoured by that monster...? Why was this guy asking like he didn't know?

Wait—no, there was one more!

Tian Bin suddenly remembered and timidly pointed outside, swallowing hard. "T-there's one more, keeping watch outside the wall..."

Guanshan actually chuckled. So this was organized crime now?

They even divided up the roles?

Still holding Tian Bin, Guanshan walked outside. Near the door, he found lockpicking tools, a coil of rope, and even a knife. His expression darkened.

This wasn't some petty scare tactic—they'd come to do real harm.

If he hadn't gained access to the simulator, and if Tian Bin hadn't suddenly freaked out... he might've been in real danger tonight.

Guanshan didn't hesitate. He tied Tian Bin up with the rope, called the police, confirmed the address, then walked into the courtyard and flung open the front gate.

Sure enough, he spotted a figure pacing nervously near the wall.

The guy was pretending to be casual, fiddling with his phone like he was waiting for someone. When he heard the gate open, he walked over with a smile. "That fast? Don't tell me you already—killed the guy..."

The moment he got a good look at Guanshan's face, his smile vanished. He turned and bolted.

Guanshan let out a dry laugh. He didn't chase. Instead, he activated [Gravity Manipulation].

The fleeing man suddenly felt his body grow several times heavier. His legs couldn't keep up with his momentum, and before he could adjust, he slammed face-first into the concrete.

Smack!

He hit the ground hard.

Before he could even process what was happening, an invisible force yanked him backward. A hand clamped around the back of his neck and hurled him through the air.

"Ah!" He tumbled twice and crashed into Tian Bin. Wracked with pain, he thought he'd tripped over a rock. Dizzy and dazed, he finally began to grasp the situation and screamed, "Help! He's killing us!"

Guanshan dragged over a stool and sat down. Hearing that, he couldn't help but laugh.

He waved the guy's phone in his hand—the screen still glowed with a chat window. "Lu Ming, right? Who's killing who? Save that story for the police."

Lu Ming's face turned ghostly pale. The screen showed his chat log with Wang Yong.

He snapped, "That doesn't prove anything!"

He sounded confident. He'd already scoped out the area—only the two of them had been caught. Brother Wang and the others must've had a backup plan. Any minute now, they'd storm in and show this journalist what true regret looked like.

Just then, he felt someone tug on his clothes. He turned to see Tian Bin, who was desperately clutching his sleeve.

Tian Bin's eyes were full of fear and pleading.

Lu Ming didn't understand why Tian Bin was panicking like this. He followed his gaze—and saw that Tian Bin was tied up with the same rope they had brought.

And beside them were the lockpicking tools.

That meant Wang Yong and the others hadn't hidden—they'd already made their move.

So where were they?

Lu Ming froze.

The door they'd forced open was well-lit inside, yet not a single shadow moved.

Even when the police arrived, Wang Yong and the others still hadn't shown themselves.

Lu Ming's unease peaked. As Guanshan spoke to the officers, he frantically asked Tian Bin, "What happened? Where's Brother Wang? Where is everyone?"

Tian Bin's face was ashen. His eyes stared blankly at the house. "They're in there. Didn't you see? Heh... heh... They went in... and then... got eaten. Hahaha..."

Lu Ming's back went cold. But that was absurd—he refused to believe it. "Are you insane?!"

A police officer's voice interrupted, "Mr. Guan, thank you for your statement. We finally have a breakthrough in Zhao Hong's case. These two will be taken in as major suspects..."

Lu Ming finally panicked. He had no intention of taking the fall. Without caring if he exposed the others, he shouted, "He's the killer! He did it! There were over ten of us—now only two are left. It had to be him! He must've hidden the bodies!"

Guanshan spread his hands, looking helpless. "Sure, sure. I killed and buried them all in record time, left no trace... and then called the police myself."

He sighed. "Officer, do we need to get this guy checked out?"

The officer laughed. "That might be difficult. Honestly, he seems pretty clever—trying to flip the blame."

Guanshan chuckled too, then suddenly remembered something and gave a polite cough. "By the way... would it be alright to report on this case?"

The sudden shift caught the officer off guard. "Huh?"

Guanshan flashed his professional smile. "You see, I'm a journalist for the Hangzhou Evening News. Would it be alright if I did an interview..."

Now that's professionalism!

Even after having criminals break into his home, his first thought was to publish a story.

The officer chuckled—this was a first for him too, having a reporter double as the victim. But since it didn't pose any issues, he got approval from his superior and cooperated.

Lu Ming kept waiting for the all-powerful Brother Wang to show up.

But even as Guanshan finalized the headline for his article, not a single trace of them appeared.

And thanks to his wild accusation, the police searched the entire area top to bottom—but found no sign of those "dozens of people."

Everyone just assumed he was crazy.

"No way... Brother Wang definitely went in. How could they just vanish?"

As Lu Ming was led away, he kept muttering to himself.

One officer shook his head. "Might have to send him straight to the psych ward. Coincidentally, there's a new psychiatric prison that just opened."

Lu Ming's eyes widened in disbelief. He yelled, "I'm not crazy! I'm not going to the hospital! I'm normal!"

The officer asked, "Alright then. How many of you broke into Guanshan's house?"

"Eleven," Lu Ming answered instantly.

"And where are the others?"

"..."

From the side, Tian Bin chimed in, "Got eaten! Hahaha! All eaten!"

The officer shrugged. "Send them both to the psych ward."
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[Ruixiang]: Xiaoshan, what happened over there?

Guanshan looked at the sudden message from Shen Dinghua on his phone, then turned to glance at the villa next door.

Sure enough, the lights on the second floor had come on. The girl stood at the open window and waved at him.

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: It's nothing. Remember how someone came to cause trouble earlier today? It was the same group. I'm 80% sure they're the ones behind Zhao Hong's case.

[Ruixiang]: !!!∑(Дノ)ノ

Just as Guanshan was about to reassure Comrade Xiao Shen, the next message popped up instantly.

[Ruixiang]: Want me to take photos? Or record video?

"......"

Guanshan looked up and saw Shen Dinghua already holding a camera, flashing him a mischievous grin.

He couldn't help but laugh. Classic Comrade Xiao Shen—completely in sync with him and instantly understood he was going for a big scoop.

[Green Hills Beyond Green Hills]: Just record video. The President wants to expand into new media, so this'll definitely go up on the VB official account. Video's the most straightforward.

[Ruixiang]: Mm (Obedient.jpg)

He had already gotten permission a moment ago. After Shen Dinghua came over to say hi, she recorded everything that followed.

Even though Lu Ming tried to argue his way out, Tian Bin sold out his teammates even faster and fully confessed to all the crimes committed by "their group."

Not only did they break into Guanshan's home tonight with malicious intent, but they were also responsible for what happened to Zhao Hong and his wife two months ago.

And with the rope, the knife, and the audio recording—plus the photo Guanshan submitted—the evidence was irrefutable.

—Since he was planning to finish the article tonight anyway, he directly contacted Li Zhiying. That photo, as firsthand evidence, didn't need to be kept secret anymore.

There was no doubt about these two being guilty. As for why they were the ones tied up and beaten black and blue—well, that was obviously because Guanshan had acted in self-defense.

Guanshan and Shen Dinghua also made a trip to the police station to give their statements. They smiled as the police escorted the two "mentally unstable" young men away. Even then, Lu Ming was still vaguely shouting things like "Tian Bin betrayed me," "He's the killer," and "Brother Wang will save me," even trying to resist and escape.

But the police uncles had seen it all before. A solid smack from one officer quickly made the criminal behave.

Thanks to his report and bravery in fighting off the criminals, Guanshan nearly received a commendation for heroic conduct.

But he decided to keep a low profile. After all, writing an article about his own "heroic deed" just felt... off.

"All right, let's head home."

The officer who'd first spoken with Guanshan even gave them a ride back and reminded them, "Be careful these next few days. The station will assign people to protect you, but the accomplices Lu Ming mentioned definitely exist. They just haven't shown up yet..."

Guanshan nodded. Joking was one thing, but he couldn't take this lightly. Lu Ming bluffing with unseen accomplices might've been laughable, but of the many people who broke into Zhao Hong's house, only two had been caught. That meant the rest were still out there—and they needed to be wary.

Guanshan wasn't worried about himself.

But those people had also targeted Comrade Xiao Shen...

The police car drove off into the night.

Guanshan thought for a moment, then said seriously to Shen Dinghua, "You should stay with me for the next few days."

"Hmm?" Shen Dinghua blinked, not quite understanding.

Guanshan explained, "Your parents are away, and I can only protect you properly if we live together. Should we stay at your place or mine?"

He said it with complete confidence.

Shen Dinghua's face instantly turned scarlet. Flustered, she reached up to cover her cheeks. After a long pause, she mumbled, "Your place..."

Guanshan was as delighted as if he'd discovered a new continent. He leaned in and pinched her slightly chubby cheek. "Comrade Xiao Shen, are you actually blushing?"

Hmm... her skin was soft and smooth—just touching it made him imagine dewdrops gliding effortlessly across its surface.

So this was what they meant by "skin like congealed fat."

But what Guanshan focused on most was Shen Dinghua's rare shy expression. Her ears and the pale skin of her neck were tinged with the colors of sunset—an exquisitely beautiful sight under the hazy night sky.

Shen Dinghua glanced at him, then turned around with her hands behind her back and walked toward Guanshan's front door. She whispered, "Because... I've never been inside Xiaoshan's house before."

She spoke with a hint of grievance. "Even a police relative you just met could chat so easily with you, but your childhood sweetheart who grew up with you... has never even been inside."

How was that the same thing?

Guanshan didn't know whether to laugh or cry—then realized she had a point.

Shen Dinghua often invited him to her house, but for some reason, she'd never been to his. Even going all the way back to kindergarten, it was the same.

That strange sense of distance again...

Guanshan shook his head. He figured she was probably mad, so he caught up and tried to coax her. "Well, you can stay now, right? You can live at my place until those people are all caught."

"And as for Gao Ye—she just came to ask questions. I only turned her down, that's all..."

Shen Dinghua immediately turned around, her face lighting up. "Then I want to sleep in your room!"

Guanshan: "......"

Why did he feel like he'd been tricked?

He watched her bounce happily up the stairs and let out a long sigh. Powerless against her!

But what else could he do?

"My room's the first door on the left. The bathroom's right next to it. There are spare toiletries in the cabinet. I need to fix the door and burn the midnight oil on the article. Send me the video and get some rest."

He called up the stairs. After hearing her reply, he turned back to his tasks.

Fixing the door. Contacting the President. Writing the article. Editing the video.

By the time Guanshan finished everything, it was already 3 a.m.

He looked at the official account on his screen—it only had a few thousand followers—and uploaded the news video titled "Breakthrough in the Zhao Hong Case? Teenage Suspects Apprehended!"

Guanshan was pleased. "Only the first day, and I've already completed a third of the mission. That's some solid progress. Next up: the holdout homeowner and the medical dispute."

In fact, "solid" was an understatement. When Li Zhiying received the news in the middle of the night, even the facial mask on her face slipped off.

She was up late, doing skincare, when she suddenly got told the case was solved—and they had an exclusive story.

This was a two-month-old cold case! She hadn't even expected Guanshan to get results, just hoped he might make some progress based on Jiang Siyan's notes.

And yet the progress had rocketed into orbit!

Fast forward to the culprits getting caught!

And it had only been a day since she gave the file to Guanshan.

You're not a journalist—you're a detective!

Still, no matter how much Li Zhiying questioned reality or felt like she was wasting her talents, even in that dreamlike state, she got the job done.

Meanwhile, Guanshan diligently wrapped up his own tasks.

He closed his laptop and realized he wasn't sleepy at all.

So he curled up on the couch in the living room and opened that [breakthrough quest] that had been stuck in his mind like a bone in his throat.

——
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[Breakthrough Quest: Border of Hell (Locked)]  

[Requirement: Reach Level 10; follow the guidance to enter the designated simulation at 00:00, three days later.]  

[Description: He has burned out, yet Hell remains out of reach.]  

[*Note: This breakthrough quest is highly difficult. Please ensure you are fully prepared before attempting it.]

Guanshan had ignored the quest until now precisely because of the three-day countdown—it wouldn't unlock until midnight tomorrow.

Emmmm... well, technically, that meant he had just one day left.

"One day to prepare. The store hasn't updated with new items, the Cooldown on [Runic Inscription] hasn't ended—what am I even supposed to prepare? Should I just buy myself a coffin?"

He stared at the quest panel, the whole thing practically screaming "we're gonna kill you," and felt a headache coming on.

The store still only had that pitiful [Nuclear Flashlight].

At this point, if he wanted more items, his only option was to use that [Damaged Metal Plaque] to open a dungeon run and hope to get through it. But the quality of the loot would be pure luck.

And judging from the difficulty of the Zombie Siege dungeon, Guanshan had every reason to believe he'd drop dead the moment he entered another one.

He couldn't beat the dungeon without a breakthrough, but he needed to beat the dungeon to get stronger, and to get stronger, he had to break through... which meant doing the dungeon.

Simulator, I f***ing hate you! You hear me? Screw you!

Guanshan genuinely felt like this damned simulator wanted him dead.

"And my backpack's getting cramped too..."

He rubbed his chin, then suddenly had a flash of inspiration.

Wait, if items could be taken out and exist outside the dungeon, then why not just store the useless stuff at home?

After all, everything given by the simulator was virtual—only affecting him. The only real thing was his ability.

So he simply took out the [Odd Obsidian Polyhedron], the box it came in, and the key to that box, and placed them on the display shelf in the living room.

That strange black crystalline object looked uniquely exotic, with a noticeable mineral texture—like a rare gemstone.

Presented in a special container, it looked like something you'd exhibit on purpose just to show off.

"Looks pretty nice."

Guanshan was quite pleased. With this, his backpack capacity dropped to [5/11], which was more than enough to support one dungeon run.

He shifted his attention back to the store. After a moment of thought, he decided to buy the flashlight too.

He currently had 10,675 Game Coins, so spending 666 on the flashlight was perfectly affordable.

Of course, this was only because he had accumulated rewards from three dungeon runs. In the past, this flashlight would've been absurdly overpriced—zero cost-efficiency.

Keep in mind, the 648-coin Beginner Survival Kit included divine items like the [Crowbar] and the [Adrenaline Injector].

And this [Nuclear Flashlight] dared to sell for 666!?

"Where'd this thing get the nerve? A flashlight being this expensive? This damned simulator put it in the store just to scam idio—cough, I mean, unsuspecting players, right?"

Guanshan coughed to cover himself. He absolutely had to clarify—he didn't buy this thing out of boredom or because he was an idiot [BEEP—].

He bought it because the [Zombie Siege] dungeon taught him something: the simulator could alter the environment far more than he'd expected.

Not just items and buildings, but even the weather and lighting.

It could simulate night during the day.

If the damned thing decided to mess with him and dropped him into a pitch-black setting, what was he supposed to do? Swing blindly and die on the spot?

So yeah, buying the flashlight was just being prepared.

Still, Guanshan couldn't help complaining, "But no matter how I look at it, this feels ridiculous. Even if the beginner kit was discounted, there's no way this flashlight is worth more than everything else inside combined, right?"

The flashlight's description was comically minimal.

[Nuclear Flashlight]  

[Effect: Illuminates the path ahead.]  

[Description: A light that never dies—the spark of civilization.]

"Hah, what a load of dramatic nonsense."

Guanshan had always been skeptical of these flashy-sounding products. No matter how poetic the wording, it was still just a flashlight that stayed on forever.

He turned the thing over in his hand. It felt a bit weighty, and the matte-black finish gave it a sleek, high-tech look.

In the right setting, it felt like the thing could start shooting lightsabers.

He casually flipped the switch.

"Vmmm——"

A deep, hovering hum filled the air. A faint vibration traveled from his wrist straight into his bones.

Guanshan froze. Something didn't feel right.

The flashlight was emitting a "normal" cold white beam, but he cautiously turned it to look at the light source head-on.

"Why does this light assembly look kinda familiar..."

"Wait... isn't this the thing in Iron Man's chest?! What the hell! A flashlight powered by a miniature nuclear reactor—that's what 'Nuclear Flashlight' means?!"

Guanshan stared in shock at the item in his hand, unsure whether to describe it as "true to its name" or "absolutely terrifying."

"So that's why it's more expensive than the beginner kit..."

He came to his senses, shut off the flashlight with a hint of regret, and tucked it back into his backpack.

Too bad it was fake. If he could actually sell this thing in the real world, he'd never have to worry about money again.

"Well, that's that. I'll just rest at home today, recharge a bit, and take on the quest tonight."

Guanshan stretched. The sky outside was starting to lighten, and he finally headed upstairs to sleep.

He tread quietly into his room, only to find a small lump curled up on the bed. He couldn't help but smile.

The air conditioner was humming softly.

He tiptoed over, planning to grab a spare blanket from the wardrobe and crash on the floor.

But just as he finished laying it out, a pair of pitiful eyes locked onto his.

Guanshan froze. "Uh... sorry, did I wake you?"

Shen Dinghua sat up, wrapped in the blanket and hugging her knees. She looked like a little bun, with her round cheeks puffed out and two pale feet peeking out from the folds. A single ahoge stood limply on her head, drooping with exhaustion.

She forced herself to stay alert and mumbled, "No... I didn't sleep."

Guanshan sat cross-legged on the floor and reached out to gently tousle her hair, sighing, "Didn't I tell you to go to bed earlier?"

Shen Dinghua pouted and said miserably, "I want Xiaoshan..."

"You want a Xiaoshan hug?"

Guanshan picked up the cue immediately.

Shen Dinghua nodded vigorously, her eyes filled with hopeful anticipation.

How could Guanshan resist?

He reached out and gave her a hug, even helping her wrap the blanket more snugly, tucking in the corners with care. His voice was gentle. "Don't catch a cold. Good night."

Then he lay back down on his spot on the floor and closed his eyes.

Shen Dinghua: "?"

The more she thought about it, the angrier she got. She angrily rolled herself up like a spring roll and tumbled off the bed—right onto Guanshan.

"Thud!"

Guanshan, KO'd.

——

"What?"

Tang Zhi wondered if something was wrong with his ears. Otherwise, how could he have just heard that the guy who went on killing sprees and nearly got a commendation for heroic conduct...

Even Xia Lei was stunned. He nearly spat out his tea. "I was just joking when I said he might get a heroic conduct medal... and he actually went and earned one..."

Gao Ye explained in a quiet voice, "It's a new lead in Zhao Hong's case. The two who were caught claimed they were incited by others—most likely members of the Killer Bees."

Xia Lei steadied himself. "But those two aren't the real culprits... forget it, treat them as such. They might not deserve to die, but they sure deserve punishment."

"I see..."

Tang Zhi let out a breath, frowning. "The Killer Bees really are despicable. I can't believe they're involved in something like this."

Gao Ye said firmly, "Which is why we have to act immediately. The Killer Bees are conducting an experiment at a nearby site tonight. We must stop them!"
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Inside the Special Security Unit office.

Xia Lei opened his laptop, pulling up a map of the area near the recent experimental site. "This time, the mission location is the cast iron factory on Bin Yi Road. It's in the southern suburbs of Hangzhou, so we don't need to worry too much about civilian interference. Still, be alert—our enemies may use the factory's heavy equipment to their advantage."

"Based on updated intel, the Killer Bees' activity patterns have been scattered, but there's clear evidence they're shifting south. 'Worker Bee 1' was even spotted near that area. If they're planning a large-scale experiment there, they'll definitely have a sizable presence. There's even a chance a Drone Bee might show up. It's going to be dangerous, so..."

Chen Yunpeng's eyes lit up. "So you'll be joining us personally?"

As the instructor of the You Division, Xia Lei possessed B-rank strength. He had once been a member of the elite Heavenly Stem Team Ten within the Special Security Unit—a veteran with a storied combat record. His ability was classified.

But due to injuries, he had been forced to take a backseat role.

The three-person squad often speculated about what Xia Lei's ability actually was, and just how powerful a B-rank ability-user could be.

Xia Lei smiled faintly, exuding the calm authority of a dependable middle-aged man.

"No," he said. "I'll only be handling command and emergency extraction. Other squads will be coordinating with you. If you're unlucky enough to die, per protocol, your bodies will be safely and discreetly returned to your hometowns. Don't worry—your families will receive a generous compensation package immediately."

"..."

Tang Zhi let out a wail. "Instructor Xia, do you have to be so brutally honest? Can't you at least comfort us a little?"

Xia Lei let out a hearty laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. "I could comfort you—but who's going to comfort the victims? Use the time wisely and get ready. If the Killer Bees are gathering, then this is also a prime opportunity for us to strike a heavy blow."

He turned to Gao Ye. "Yezi, give it your all."

Gao Ye was taken aback. "But..."

"I brought in a Spatial-Type ability-user to help—we don't need to worry about hurting civilians."

Gao Ye nodded and gripped her longsword tightly.

Xia Lei then went over more intel and details about the mission, instructing the trio to get acquainted with the Spatial-Type ability-user.

Once they left, he remained alone in the office, sipping tea.

Suddenly, he asked, "How's your adaptation to C-rank ability going?"

Lin Shuman, who had been standing quietly to the side, blinked in surprise. "I-It's okay... but I don't seem to be able to turn it off for now."

Based on energy levels alone, someone like C-rank Gao Ye should have been able to sense her presence. But due to her ability's influence, most people subconsciously ignored her.

For D-ranks like Tang Zhi and Chen Yunpeng, the only way they could notice Lin Shuman was if she actively chose to let them.

Just yesterday, after finishing a mission and still shaken, Lin Shuman had tried to report something about Shen Dinghua—only to gradually realize that Gao Ye could no longer perceive her at all.

Even when she spoke in the squad channel, she was completely ignored.

After a brief panic, Lin Shuman came to a shocking realization—her ability had leveled up!

She had jumped directly from D-rank to C-rank!

Lin Shuman was stunned for five whole minutes, trying to figure out why it happened.

She remembered something from the Special Security Unit's ability orientation. One of the experts had said that Trait-Type abilities, particularly mental ones, tended to function on a highly subjective basis.

Unlike other abilities that required constant training to improve, these could evolve just from the strength of one's thoughts.

If you believed hard enough, then anything was possible.

So what had she been thinking that triggered this breakthrough?

She spent another five minutes reflecting on her life.

And finally, she remembered—it was that one look from Shen Dinghua. It had scared her so badly she was completely paralyzed, overwhelmed by terror. The only thought in her mind was, "Please don't see me."

Combine that with her recent streak of social humiliation and her increasing desperation to become more invisible...

In that one moment, she broke through her bottleneck.

In short... she had leveled up from sheer terror.

"That's good. It means your ability has strong potential. Make sure to get your registration updated and talk to an analyst. You should stabilize in a few days."

Right now, Xia Lei had to keep his eyes on her constantly—otherwise, he might unconsciously forget she was even in the room. He poured her a cup of tea as well and mused, "Come to think of it... your breakthrough case is a textbook example. It could be a great reference for other mental-type ability-users."

"...?"

Lin Shuman suddenly had a very bad feeling.

Xia Lei continued, "I'll talk to Old Liu in a few days and have your case added to the training curriculum."

Her eyes lost all light.

Old Liu—he was the expert responsible for ability-user training and scientific orientation. Every registered ability-user had to go through his program.

Typical breakthroughs involved enduring life-or-death battles, pushing oneself for days, exploding with last-minute resolve, and turning the tables in a climactic moment.

Lin Shuman's breakthrough? She got scared. One look, and she broke through.

Now, every ability-user would know about this, wouldn't they? Hahahahahaha...

Xia Lei noticed her expression and kindly added, "Don't worry—you'll be credited as the original contributor. There's a stipend."

Lin Shuman remained expressionless.

Money wasn't the issue... She was wondering if she could still buy a train ticket today.

Was it too late to leave town?

"All right, it's settled." Xia Lei's tone became serious again. "By the way, your report on Shen Dinghua's unusual behavior was very timely. To avoid arousing her suspicion, you won't need to keep tailing Guanshan for now. Use this time to acclimate to your upgraded ability."

Lin Shuman blinked, then let out a genuine breath of relief and nodded eagerly before happily leaving the office.

Not having to shadow those two anymore was amazing!

Even social death didn't seem so scary anymore!

Xia Lei turned off the briefing files on his monitor. Another window popped up—this one contained a more detailed investigation into Shen Dinghua.

At the top were four photographs.

They showed Shen Dinghua at different stages of her life: kindergarten, elementary school, middle school, and high school.

It was easy to tell that from kindergarten through middle school, Shen Dinghua had always been quite pretty. She had a quiet, artistic aura—like the kind of literature-loving girl every class had.

But starting in high school, something changed completely.

Her eyes and smile radiated a captivating magnetism. When she smiled at someone, it was as if she cast a spell—making it impossible to look away.

But Xia Lei knew this transformation was far from superficial.

When they handed the photos to the logistics department for analysis, the conclusion was startling: although Shen Dinghua's appearance hadn't changed dramatically...

Her bone structure was completely different.

In other words, the Shen Dinghua from high school was not the same person as the one from kindergarten through middle school.
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Xia Lei's expression was grim.

There was no doubt about it now—this Shen Dinghua was no longer the same Shen Dinghua from before.

But the key questions remained: Who was she, really? What was her objective? And—was she connected to the abnormalities Guanshan had exhibited?

The answers to these three questions would determine the nature and severity of the entire situation.

"Troublesome..."

Leaning back in his chair, Xia Lei pinched the bridge of his nose. "I thought Guanshan was already difficult enough to handle. Who would've thought the real problem was Shen Dinghua, the one we completely overlooked at first."

To this day, the logistics department still hadn't been able to analyze what Guanshan's ability actually was. For now, it had been tentatively categorized as Trait-Type and assigned a provisional level of C-rank.

From what they'd observed so far, his ability clearly included elements of spatial-type, Flesh-Type enhancement, and curse technique—and that was only accounting for the parts they could identify. The rest remained too vague to classify.

It made one wonder—did he dabble in every ability type?

Cases like his were virtually unheard of. Since the beginning of recorded history, this was the only one of its kind. And because there were no detectable energy signatures, they couldn't even estimate the true extent of his destructive power.

The higher-ups were still undecided on how to handle him.

A green psychological evaluation meant he was likely usable, but the uncertainty around his ability and energy level made him unpredictable. If they wanted to recruit him, they'd need to gain his trust and obtain more information.

Too many risks. Too many unknowns.

In the end, they had gone with Xia Lei's recommendation—he was the only one with direct experience interacting with Guanshan—and approved granting him a special off-the-books operative status.

That should have been the end of it.

But now, Shen Dinghua had entered the picture...

"There's just too little intel to work with," Xia Lei muttered, frowning. "If it weren't for Xiaoman's ability, we probably wouldn't have discovered her at all."

"But Xiaoman was always tailing Guanshan, not Shen Dinghua. That means... Shen Dinghua must've deliberately revealed herself because of Guanshan."

"In that case, the reason for impersonating Shen Dinghua... might be Guanshan himself."

Xia Lei recalled the background intel they'd gathered on Guanshan. He and the original Shen Dinghua had grown up together—they were childhood friends.

But somewhere along the line, that childhood friend... had been swapped out.

And Guanshan had no idea.

The thought sent chills down Xia Lei's spine.

"No, wait."

He narrowed his eyes as he stared at the photos in the file, his voice low. "The turning point in Shen Dinghua's transformation... is connected to Guanshan."

In high school, Guanshan's parents had died in an accident. He'd taken a six-month leave from school to grieve. During that time, Shen Dinghua had gone to his house every day to take care of him.

"Could it be... that her change was influenced by Guanshan?"

The more Xia Lei thought about it, the less he understood. Based on his brief interactions with Guanshan, the boy had seemed completely normal—aside from being a little ruthless when killing, he otherwise behaved like an ordinary person.

He'd even risked himself for the sake of others.

Someone like that... how could he possibly replace his childhood friend with someone else and not even notice?

Xia Lei let out a long sigh and scratched his head in frustration before snapping his laptop shut with a loud clap.

"Have the logistics department reinvestigate the high school period for both of them. I refuse to believe they didn't leave behind any clues!"

Without hesitation, he used his clearance to access the Special Security Unit's classified archive of unusual incidents.

This archive contained records of phenomena far beyond ordinary comprehension—including many documented cases of abnormal lifeforms. He needed to find a similar precedent to understand what kind of being this current Shen Dinghua might be.

After all, humans weren't the only ones blessed by fate. Aside from ability-users, there were other anomalies in the world. Some had been resolved. Others hadn't.

The battles between ability-users were just one small aspect of a much larger picture.

The archive was unimaginably vast.

Xia Lei ended up combing through it for an entire day.

He was only pulled out of his deep dive when his phone rang. Looking up, he realized it was already afternoon.

Although he had a specialized headset, it drained mental energy to use. Unless he was actively on a mission, it was better to rely on normal communication methods.

The caller was Gao Ye. "Instructor, we're ready. Operation is scheduled to begin in one hour. Reporting in—we've already confirmed traces of Worker Bees. The intel was accurate. They're converging on the factory."

Xia Lei took a deep breath. "Good. Wait for the right moment. Stay vigilant. Confirm their numbers, then take them down one group at a time."

Gao Ye responded firmly, "Understood!"

——

Meanwhile.

Cast iron factory on Bin Yi Road.

"Worker Bee 1" was perched atop the factory's tower crane, eyes half-lidded as he scanned the scene below.

His real name was Du Xiao—a C-rank Trait-Type ability-user. His power belonged to the domain category: "Mist."

The entire factory lay beneath him. With this elevated vantage point and the resonance between the Worker Bee Pendants, he could clearly pinpoint the locations of both allies... and enemies.

"Tsk, not even bothering to use any disguise. Do they look down on us that much?"

Du Xiao clicked his tongue as he toyed with the pendant in his hand. "A C-rank ability-user from the Special Security Unit—and she's just a young girl? And they sent her into our nest?"

"You want to catch us all in one go? Well, we're fishing from inside the jar too."

"Let's see who comes out on top."

Meanwhile, the other Worker Bees were escorting their experimental subjects deeper into the factory, gradually gathering toward the center.

Within a radius of three hundred meters, the resonance among the pendants became crystal clear.

In Du Xiao's mind, it was as if a map had formed—marking each of their positions.

Allies. Enemies. As time passed, the distance between dots steadily shrank.

Finally, two of those dots collided.

"It's time."

Du Xiao rose to his feet, stretched out his arms, and closed his eyes.

A thick fog erupted from the shadows of the night, surging outward to engulf the entire factory.

——

After resting for an entire day, Guanshan had prepared all his tools and double-checked his gear.

Now, he waited quietly in the living room for the clock to strike midnight.

Click.

The hour and minute hands aligned.

The simulator's familiar mechanical voice echoed on cue.

[Breakthrough Quest: Border of Hell (Activated)]

[Players, please proceed to the designated location to initiate scene simulation.]

Guanshan took a deep breath as the world around him twisted and warped in an instant.

Darkness surged into existence from nothing, swallowing everything in sight—leaving only Guanshan behind.

"Well, damn... it really did activate. Good thing I was ready."

He flicked on his flashlight with a snap. A bright beam lit up the three meters ahead of him.

Standing before him was a crimson torii gate.

——
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Guanshan narrowed his eyes. "A torii gate?"

Everyone knew that torii gates were iconic structures of the shrines in Yingzhou, symbolizing the entrance to the divine realm.

Shaped like a "gate," the torii marked the boundary between the domain of the gods and the mortal world. Its presence served as a reminder to all who approached that they were about to step into a sacred place and should mind their words and actions accordingly.

Guanshan twitched the corner of his mouth. "But this simulation is called 'Border of Hell'... Crossing this gate probably doesn't mean entering the realm of the gods, but rather the beginning of a descent into hell, right?"

Out of caution, he didn't move forward immediately. Instead, he used his flashlight to scan his surroundings.

Up, down, left, right—nothing but darkness.

Even the beam from the nuclear flashlight only illuminated a distance of about three meters ahead. Beyond that lay a vast, deep blackness.

But even within the lit area... there was nothing. The ground felt like it was floating, empty and suspended in the void. Just looking at it sent chills down his spine.

The sense of being completely surrounded by the unknown was deeply unsettling.

"Well, I'm already here. I can't skip the breakthrough quest. Guess I've got no choice but to move forward!"

After a long moment of hesitation, Guanshan took a deep breath, clenched his jaw, and stepped toward the torii gate.

Fortunately, the ground beneath his feet still felt solid and normal.

"This torii's symbolism is too obvious. It must be the so-called 'guidance.'"

He paused in front of the gate and cautiously reached out. There was no strange sensation upon passing through it, so he steadied himself and walked straight through the center of the torii.

The instant he crossed the gate, the beam of his flashlight landed on a patch of smooth, delicate skin.

"?!!!"

Guanshan froze and instinctively tilted the flashlight upward.

The skin extended along the beam of light, stretching seemingly without end.

Under the harsh glare, it became clear... it was human skin, covered in fine lines, with faint blue veins visible beneath the surface. One could even see the skin slowly rising and falling, as if breathing.

It was... alive.

But it wasn't growing on a human body. Instead, it spread out for dozens of meters, wrapped around something irregular, forming a massive, grotesque shape.

It was like a living wall of human skin.

"What the hell is this?!"

Guanshan's eyelid twitched. His hand trembled as the flashlight darted around, revealing more of the same. Instinctively, he took two steps back, ready to flee.

But when he turned around—he realized the torii gate behind him had vanished without a trace.

"...Goddammit!"

At that moment, the simulator's prompt echoed once more.

[Scene scan complete. Breakthrough quest initiated.]

[Horror Game Generated: Border of Hell]

[Loading story content. Please wait...]

[Story content loaded!]

[You wander here, seeking the gate of the cycle between life and death. At the first fork in the road, you shed your clothes. At the second, your memories. At the third, your mortal shell. Freed of all burdens, your path remains grueling. You will climb the mountain naked, fall amid storm and wind, be sliced to ribbons, and scatter as flesh and blood...]

[You have burned to ash, and yet Hell remains out of reach.]

[*Note: You must defeat the Final Boss to end this simulation!]

"Woooooo—Woooooo—"

Suddenly, an extended air raid siren blared across the vast darkness, echoing and howling like the wrathful roar of a slumbering mountain beast.

Anyone who had seen the Silent Hill movie would immediately recognize that sound.

Because whenever it rang out, it meant the terrifying Otherworld was descending!

Guanshan was so startled his heart nearly stopped. He immediately drew his handgun, holding the flashlight in his other hand, and looked back.

Where the light touched—

The grotesque wall of flesh began to rot.

Bruises and wounds appeared across the skin. The flesh split open, and blood gushed out in torrents, forming a river of gore that surged forward.

"Shhhk!"

A pale hand burst out from the human skin, coated in blood and slime.

Guanshan, however, actually let out a breath of relief.

Ha—he had been worried it was something truly monstrous. Turned out it was just a humanoid freak. He was practically used to those by now. No matter how ugly or creepy they got, he wouldn't be scared anymore.

This? This was it?

So much for the breakthrough quest being different. In the end, it was the same old routine. Hah—this damn simulator really had run out of ideas!

"Shhhk!"

A second hand tore through the flesh, each hand pulling to the side as if trying to extract a body from within.

Guanshan smirked confidently, raised his Glock 17, and prepared to open with a headshot.

"Shhhk!"

A third hand emerged.

"...?"

Guanshan felt a twinge of unease.

"Shhhk! Shhhk! Shhhk!..."

Then a fourth hand appeared. Then a fifth. A sixth. A tenth...

Countless arms surged out, clustering together into a writhing worm of limbs, several dozen meters tall, crawling its way out of the wall.

When it finally burst free, it slammed heavily onto the ground.

"BOOM!"

Even the darkness seemed to shudder.

Several of the arms snapped on impact, unleashing piercing screams.

But that didn't stop the others. They flailed wildly, screeching and jabbering, then charged toward Guanshan at full speed!

[[Thousand-Handed] Maggot (Lv. 10)]

[HP: 3000]

[Description: The redeemed sinner peers downward, clinging to a thread of silk. Thousands of limbs reach toward you.]

"WTF!"

Cold sweat trickled down Guanshan's temple. He gripped his flashlight and instinctively pulled the trigger.

"Bang!"

The gunfire burst in the darkness, the bullet striking the maggot's body and detonating in a brilliant firework.

–30! –200!

–9 –9 –9...

Several of the arms were blown off instantly, the explosion and flames inflicting additional damage.

"The base bullet damage is down by 20. Its defense is about the same as that chef from before, but fire and explosive damage seem way more effective."

Guanshan turned and bolted, thinking, This thing's weak to fire! Not too hard to deal with!

"In the simulator's description, it mentioned a 'thread of silk'—must be symbolic. If I burn the thread, the sinner stays trapped in hell forever!"

The maggot rolled forward, using countless palms to push itself. It snapped off the flaming limbs and let out an overlapping screech, then lunged toward Guanshan once more.

His heart pounded as he picked a clear path and sprinted, glancing back to fire potshots whenever he could.

The flashlight beam wobbled as he ran. Everywhere he looked, there were more rotting walls of human skin, with other monsters crawling out from within.

While accelerating with [Gravity Manipulation], Guanshan analyzed the situation. "So far, it's all small fry. This map is huge, and the Boss doesn't seem as aggressive as before. Maybe I have to seek it out myself... According to the story, I should head upward."

He glanced back, saw the maggot still crawling after him, and sighed in relief. A monster with no ranged attacks and slow movement—easy pickings.

In the next instant, one of the maggot's many hands suddenly opened and clenched an empty grip.

A silver thread of silk appeared from thin air and silently wrapped around the handgun in Guanshan's hand.

[Your [Glock 17—Incendiary] is currently unavailable.]

Guanshan: "..."
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"Farewell, weapon"—that was the nickname given to Worker Bee 2's ability.

Its official name, however, was "Killing Intent Seal."

This was a Trait-Type ability. Its effect: as long as the target harbored killing intent, they would be unable to wield any weapon capable of inflicting harm.

And what counted as "capable of inflicting harm" was determined by the target's own perception. If they believed what they held could be used to hurt an enemy, then it fell within the ability's scope.

In actual combat, Duan Ning's power often produced results far beyond expectations.

It was especially devastating against the Heritage of the Immortals, who still relied heavily on cold weapons. For them, this ability could render more than half their combat prowess useless in an instant.

As a veteran C-rank ability-user, she possessed far more combat experience than Taoluo, superior fighting capability, and a steadier, more composed demeanor. That was why she'd been dispatched to assist Worker Bee 1 in the assault on the Special Security Unit.

That's right—as far as the Killer Bees were concerned, this operation wasn't a defense. It was a siege.

They had always known the Special Security Unit would eventually track them down. Whether it came by ambush or frontal assault, it was inevitable. The Killer Bees, who thrived in secrecy and slaughter, were no strangers to such life-or-death confrontations.

Besides... they had far more experimental sites than the Special Security Unit could ever uncover. Even internally, personnel only knew the locations they were directly responsible for. The rest would remain hidden for the foreseeable future.

In truth, the outcome had long been predetermined. There was no way the Special Security Unit could stop this.

"But being constantly harassed is really starting to get annoying... So tonight, the Special Security Unit needs to suffer casualties. That's the only way to make them back off for a while."

Duan Ning looked calmly at the factory bathed in night.

According to standard Killer Bee protocol, the moment they detected signs of investigation, they would immediately relocate.

But this time, they did the opposite—summoning all nearby bee swarm members to this location.

Did the Special Security Unit not realize it was a trap?

Maybe they did. But for them, this was likely the first real chance to sabotage a Killer Bee experiment. Of course they couldn't let it slip by.

"But with just the strength of the Hangzhou Special Security Unit? Hah. They're walking into their graves."

Duan Ning scoffed at the three-person team from the You Division.

Just a few brats. Every time they appeared in the intelligence reports, they looked like a complete mess. She couldn't imagine how kids like that could possibly handle a life-or-death battle.

When she saw the thick mist rising outside, she knew Du Xiao had begun his move.

His Mist didn't just obscure vision over a wide area—it was lightly toxic and carried hallucinogenic properties.

Even more terrifying, the mist wasn't just vapor. It was tangible and under his control...

Most people, caught off guard by what they assumed was harmless fog suddenly turning into a lethal trap, would likely fall before they realized what hit them.

"Since the boss's domain is already active, and judging by the timing... it should be about time. I suppose it's my turn to meet that Heritage of the Immortals girl."

"It's been ages since I last hunted a Heritage of the Immortals. Hopefully this one gives me a bit of a surprise—even with her weapons sealed~"

Duan Ning smiled sweetly, stood up, stretched a little, and was just about to leave the factory when she suddenly noticed someone outside the window.

"Hm?"

She blinked, certain that this person had appeared out of nowhere in the blink of an eye.

It was a young man with black hair and a flashlight, refined and handsome in appearance, scanning the cast iron factory with anxious eyes.

The beam of his flashlight swept brazenly right across Duan Ning's position—practically a provocation.

"Spatial-type?"

Duan Ning raised an eyebrow. It certainly felt like a challenge.

But the young man's expression was like someone who'd wandered into a haunted house—startled, wary, overwhelmed with tension and fear. He looked like he wanted to leave but had just realized he couldn't, and his face twisted with helplessness and curses.

"An accident? Not a chance."

Duan Ning was certain.

As long as Du Xiao's domain remained active, spatial-type abilities would be disrupted. Entering the mist undetected would require at least a C-rank ability-user.

And any ability-user of that level would know full well that this place was about to become a battlefield tonight.

Still, speculation was just that. Duan Ning wasn't about to stand there like an idiot. She crashed through the window without hesitation and leapt outside, eyes sharp and merciless.

"Whoever you are, bad luck brought you here tonight—and now you're not getting out!"

The mist around her began to surge.

The Worker Bees could share willpower among themselves, and Du Xiao had adapted this principle into his ability. With coordination, the mist became a deadly weapon.

It gathered around Duan Ning like a thousand grasping hands and rushed toward the young man in a violent wave.

He froze for a second. Then, panic flashing across his face, turned and bolted.

Duan Ning hadn't even had time to sneer when the young man suddenly pulled out a gun and—without a moment's hesitation—fired at her.

Her expression shifted instantly. She dodged to the side, but just as she exhaled in relief—

"Boom!"

"An incendiary round?!"

She stumbled from the shockwave, her chest throbbing with pain.

"Not bad!" Duan Ning narrowed her eyes at the mist that had been scattered by the explosion. Her thoughts raced. "That panic earlier was just an act to lower my guard. Cunning bastard."

"When did the Special Security Unit recruit someone like this?"

Given the timing of his attack, Duan Ning naturally assumed this guy was working with the Special Security Unit.

"But if all he's got are weapons... he's walked right into my trap!"

She extended her hand, locking her gaze onto the handgun, and activated her ability.

When she saw the stunned—no, horrified—look on his face, her lips curled into a triumphant smile. She pressed the advantage.

——

"What the hell?! Weapon lock?!"

Guanshan stared blankly at the simulator's prompt, his mind spiraling into chaos.

What kind of freak monster was this? Who designs something this evil?!

Everyone knew—playing a horror game with a weapon and without one were two completely different experiences.

With a weapon in hand, you at least had a fighting chance. Without one... you had nothing!

Watching that maggot-like creature—composed entirely of writhing arms—charge at him again, Guanshan felt his scalp go numb. His whole body tensed in dread.

"At this point... all I can do is run!"

Gritting his teeth, half-crying, he sprinted for his life. The monster gave chase.

He didn't even dare try switching to another weapon. If that got locked too, he really might as well surrender.

No matter how fast he ran though, [Gravity Manipulation] had a cooldown, and two legs couldn't beat dozens. Before long, the thing caught up.

The arms screamed in overlapping shrieks as the maggot reared up and came crashing down.

"Shit!"

Guanshan rolled—only to realize he hadn't escaped the impact zone. He had no choice but to activate [Butcher's Heart], raising his arms to block the blow head-on.

–145!

A splash of crimson numbers floated in the air.

Guanshan gritted his teeth and braced himself... only to realize it wasn't as bad as he'd expected.

"Huh?"
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"Huh... it's really not that hard. This thing's strength is way lower than I expected!"

The countless arms making up the maggot twitched and writhed, most of them covered in blinking eyes. From the palms of those arms, several thin red tendrils slithered out, twisting into long needles that stabbed relentlessly toward Guanshan.

He barely managed to grab the nearest arm—one of those needles had nearly pierced his eye socket. Right now, the only thing keeping the monster at bay was Guanshan's sheer grit and strength.

As he held his ground, it gradually dawned on him what kind of monster he was dealing with.

When the hulking creature first lunged at him, Guanshan had braced himself to lose at least half his HP. He'd closed his eyes, clenched his teeth, and accepted that he'd bleed a little.

But after taking a direct hit, he'd only lost 145 HP. Compared to the Chef from before, this was nothing.

That guy had taken off a quarter of his HP with a single punch!

Sure, Guanshan's level had gone up since then, but his health hadn't increased by much in proportion to the monsters—he still had no real advantage.

He'd assumed this thing followed the same template as the Chef: high damage, high durability. But it turned out the only thing it had going for it was a large HP pool. Its actual attack power was unimpressive.

It looked terrifying—long, massive, grotesque—but in the end, it was all bark and no bite.

"Then again, it makes sense. This thing can lock weapons, which already nerfs a huge chunk of your combat strength. If it hit hard on top of that, this breakthrough quest would be absolutely busted."

"I take it back, simulator. I misjudged you!"

Guanshan felt a twinge of guilt for all the times he'd cursed at the simulator. He was genuinely sorry now.

But wait a second—hold up. This was just the first Elite Monster he'd encountered, and it was already on par with the previous dungeon's boss. What kind of nightmare awaited him deeper in?

Stupid simulator!

He refused to let the simulator gaslight him. It still deserved the cursing.

"That said... this monster doesn't even weigh as much as I thought. Honestly, it feels kinda like... having a woman lying on top of you... Why am I so familiar with that sensation?"

Guanshan fell into deep thought, somehow still finding the time to analyze the creature's structure even while "struggling."

Then he noticed something odd.

There were so many arms flailing wildly around him—but none of them were doing any real damage. They looked more like they were waving flags, cheering from the sidelines.

The only ones exerting actual force were the two arms he was gripping.

Before, the creature had been so sanity-draining that Guanshan hadn't dared stare at it for long. He'd just been running for his life.

But now, at close range, he could clearly see its weak points—right there in the two arms he held!

"Well damn, talk about a gift from the heavens—landed a critical hit straight out the gate!"

So what if he didn't have a weapon?

Time for a hands-on demonstration of how to beat a monster barehanded!

"Whew..."

Guanshan took a deep breath, giving himself a mental pep talk. Under the light of the flashlight he'd dropped earlier, he faced the grotesque creature head-on.

Just looking at it made him feel like he might piss himself.

His eyes were grim. "But I've got no choice... The simulator forced my hand."

Was he scared? Of course he was.

But he had to fight anyway.

That's what horror games were all about—screaming your way through them.

"Die, you disgusting bug... Get—off—me!"

Guanshan tensed every muscle in his body, gripped the two arms tightly, twisted them in opposite directions, and flipped his entire body to the side—throwing the massive creature to the ground with brute force!

Boom!

The Thousand-Handed Maggot slammed into the floor, its many arms thrashing violently as it let out a chorus of inhuman shrieks. The nearby walls of human skin quivered in response.

Guanshan's scalp crawled at the sight. He wanted nothing more than to bolt—but he couldn't waste this opening after finally turning the tables.

Summoning every ounce of courage he had, Guanshan charged straight into the mass of flailing limbs, aiming for the weak point in his field of vision.

Each step landed on those fleshy arms. The squishy, eye-covered texture underfoot was so nauseating that he suddenly felt like he'd never eat longans again.

"No guts, no glory..."

He kept whispering to himself, reinforcing his mental defenses, and reached out once more for the attacking arms.

But his nerves got the better of him. He only managed to grab one wrist—the other arm drove its tendril-needle straight through his palm.

–20!

The red damage number floated up, but Guanshan didn't even glance at it. He didn't retreat—he lunged forward, sliding his hand down the length of the needle and interlocking his fingers with the outstretched palm, squeezing tight.

He exhaled sharply, staring at the blinking eye embedded in the arm that was still frantically opening and closing, and forced himself to stay calm.

Truthfully, he had no idea how strong he was right now.

The reason he'd managed to crush marble with his bare hands wasn't because that was his limit—it was just something he could do. He wasn't sure how far his strength really went.

After all the dungeon runs so far, he'd killed dozens of monsters. [Pile of Rotten Flesh]'s passive ability had likely boosted his strength over twenty times by now.

"So tearing off an arm... shouldn't be that hard, right?"

Wearing a bizarrely serene smile, Guanshan's arms bulged with veins. His fingers dug into the pale flesh of the monster's arms, and he heard the unmistakable crunch of bone and tearing of sinew.

Then, planting one foot on the creature's torso, he pulled with all his might—

Rip!

"AAAAAH—!"

With an indescribable scream, Guanshan tore off both pale arms in one brutal motion. Blood and flesh clung to the torn ends, threads of tissue dangling like sticky noodles. Even inside the maggot's body, eyeballs were embedded everywhere.

2333!

A massive number exploded across Guanshan's vision.

Critical hit!

He didn't care how the maggot thrashed now. The moment he saw those eyeballs inside its body, his sanity snapped.

Screw mental resilience!

He hurled one severed arm away, yanked the other from his pierced palm, flipped it around so the sharp end pointed down, and stabbed it straight into one of the monster's eyes.

Squelch!

A brutal skewer—like popping boba with a toothpick.

After all that effort, the system finally chimed in.

[EXP +2100]  

[Current EXP: 33150/1000 (Not yet advanced) → 35250/1000 (Not yet advanced)]

The weapon lock status was lifted.

Guanshan stood there, chest heaving, staring at the mangled, unrecognizable corpse of the maggot, not a single eyeball left intact. Only then did his mind begin to clear.

"Phew... Is it over?"

He blinked a few times, letting out a long breath. His hands were still trembling. He quickly tossed aside the severed arms.

As he calmed down, he glanced at himself. His whole body was drenched in some unknown goo—sticky, hot, and still dripping.

"Whatever. What horror game protagonist doesn't get slimed by weird crap every other day? I'll just deal with it."

He tugged at his clothes in disgust but ultimately gave up.

Climbing off the corpse, Guanshan retrieved his flashlight. Spotting a glowing item drop nearby, his mood finally started to improve.

Rubbing his hands together, he grinned. "Let's see what kind of loot a breakthrough quest monster drops."

——
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Worker Bee 3—Duan Ning—never imagined that making the seemingly perfect decision to "pursue" would seal her own nightmarish fate.

From her perspective, the young man who had suddenly appeared was already as good as dead after she had sealed off his weapons.

Without a weapon, what kind of threat could he possibly pose?

"Zing——"

Duan Ning drew her personal weapon—a slender, narrow-bladed sword forged from a specialized alloy.

Though one of her favorite hobbies was hunting down @Heritage of the Immortals@!Heritage of the Immortals!&N&%O% who cultivated @Qi@!Qi!&N&%S%, the truth was, she herself had also been born into a proper @Heritage of the Immortals@!Heritage of the Immortals!&N&%O% bloodline.

@Heritage of the Immortals@!Heritage of the Immortals!&N&%O% were distinct from ordinary @ability-users@!ability-users!&N&%C%, as @Qi@!Qi!&N&%S% was something acquired through cultivation. A small number of individuals would awaken a true @ability@!ability!&N&%S% during this process, becoming rare dual-ability users.

Duan Ning was one of those lucky few.

Proud of her talent, she quickly strayed from the righteous path.

A @Heritage of the Immortals@!Heritage of the Immortals!&N&%O% @ability-user@!ability-user!&N&%C% who could seal off opponents' weapons—what a god-given edge!

She started out cheating in duels, then escalated to disguising murder as her opponent's mistake, and eventually fell completely into depravity, delighting in the one-sided slaughter.

Duan Ning rapidly descended into corruption, becoming a hunter of @Heritage of the Immortals@!Heritage of the Immortals!&N&%O%, and eventually a serial killer.

It wasn't until she was cornered and hunted down that the @Killer Bees@!Killer Bees!&N&%O% took her in.

And so, Duan Ning became a tool.

But she was entirely willing.

"After all, how many organizations in this world allow me to indulge in this kind of pleasure?"

She let out a soft laugh. Her sword was fast, her movement even faster, and with the boost from @Qi@!Qi!&N&%S%, her strength reached the level of a typical C-rank @Flesh-Type@!Flesh-Type!&N&%S% enhancement user.

The sword's light struck first, followed by a surge of mist and @Qi@!Qi!&N&%S%, rolling forward like a crashing tide toward @Guanshan@!Guanshan!&M&%C%.

Based on her years of experience, judging from the young man's physique and muscle distribution, there were no signs of physical reinforcement.

Most likely, he was a rookie @spatial-type@!spatial-type!&N&%S% user with hardly any physical training...

Her decision was simple: tie him down and absolutely prevent him from using his @ability@!ability!&N&%S% to escape!

"Whoosh!"

Duan Ning lunged forward, the wave of mist and @Qi@!Qi!&N&%S% slamming into @Guanshan@!Guanshan!&M&%C% and pinning him to the ground. At the same moment, she drove her knee down and thrust her sword without hesitation.

Guanshan's face was etched with panic and fear—he had no way to dodge and could only raise his hands to block.

Duan Ning sneered, lifting her sword high. Even though Guanshan had grabbed her wrist, she showed no signs of alarm. "Give it up. You've never learned even a shred of combat technique, and your body's never been trained. What exactly do you think you can do?"

Seeing him struggle in vain only made Duan Ning feel even more euphoric.

But... why did it feel like he was zoning out?

The question had just surfaced when, in the very next second, she watched in stunned disbelief as Guanshan's expression shifted to one of sudden clarity. In one swift motion, he flipped over and hurled her straight off him.

"What?!"

She crashed into a nearby building wall, pain surging through her body. Before she could react, Guanshan's foot came down hard on her shin.

To him, she might as well have been a piece of pavement—he stepped down again and again, each stomp accompanied by the sound of bone cracking.

Duan Ning screamed in agony, thrusting her sword up at him in desperation.

"Smack!"

Guanshan caught her wrist with one hand—his other hand was run clean through by her blade.

Yet his expression didn't change in the slightest. With a twisted grin, he ignored the pain entirely, sliding his palm downward until he grasped her hand.

Both of Duan Ning's hands were now pinned. Her pupils shrank, dread and despair flooding her heart as she shook her head wildly.

Guanshan loomed over her, raised his foot, and stomped down on her chest, exerting all his strength with his hands.

"No no no no... don't—AAAHHH!!!"

——

Guanshan picked up the loot dropped by the @Thousand-Handed Maggot@!Thousand-Handed Maggot!&N&%C%.

To his disappointment, even though it had been the first @Elite Monster@!Elite Monster!&N&%C%, its drops weren't nearly as impressive as he'd hoped.

There were only three items in total:

[EMP Jammer ×3], [Healing Talisman], and [Narrow-Bladed Sword].

"This simulator really doesn't care about genre consistency... It just throws in whatever the hell it wants."

Guanshan couldn't help but complain.

All these drops came from the same monster, yet look at this mess—first one's sci-fi, second one's high fantasy, third one's... ancient Chinese?

Maybe the idea was that this monster had devoured its past victims and kept all their gear in its stomach?

But the thing didn't even have a mouth... its whole body was just arms.

"Anyone trying to make sense of logic in a horror game is a certified idiot."

That was Guanshan's final verdict as he gave up thinking and continued inspecting the item descriptions.

The EMP Jammer—nothing much to say. Classic. If you know, you know.

"This thing'll be super useful if I ever run into a high-tech enemy. Just fry their circuits..."

He shook his head. "Though the odds of encountering high-tech enemies in a horror game are probably pretty low. I'll shelve it for now."

The next item, the [Healing Talisman], was what really surprised him.

[Healing Talisman]  

[Effect: Slowly restores HP while standing still. Interrupted if damaged; occupies one accessory slot.]  

[Description: A mysterious charm from the hands of a witch doctor, drawn on a strip of cloth soaked in special oils.]

An accessory!

And one with a healing function!

Guanshan wanted to hug the maggot's corpse and give it a big smooch.

Uh... he looked at the unrecognizable pile of flesh on the ground and gave an awkward smile. Never mind—spirit of gratitude was enough.

"Restoring HP while standing still—this is the classic 'breath-to-heal' technique. Absolute god-tier skill!"

"Though it does have more limitations. You have to be completely still—move even a little and it breaks. That makes it kind of situational during dungeon runs, since they're always so intense and fast-paced. Barely any downtime to rest."

Still, he immediately equipped the accessory.

His previous one, [Butcher's Heart], had just been used for the third and final time in his last fight. It was officially dead.

The open accessory slot was now perfectly filled by the [Healing Talisman].

Perfect execution!

As for the final drop, the [Narrow-Bladed Sword], it had less attack power than his poison-coated @High-Speed Chainsaw@!High-Speed Chainsaw!&N&%I%, so Guanshan sold it to the store for 200 @Game Coins@!Game Coins!&N&%I% to free up space.

Three drops—only one truly useful item. But for someone like Guanshan, who lacked healing options, the [Healing Talisman] was more valuable than even an active @Skill@!Skill!&N&%S%.

All things considered, it might be few, but it was elite.

Guanshan nodded in satisfaction, stood his ground, and began regenerating HP while surveying his surroundings.

The @wall of human skin@!wall of human skin!&N&%I% around him had spawned a bunch of grotesque little monsters—each one more abstract than the last. They were all made of bizarre limb combinations and didn't even have heads.

Just looking at them was a one-way ticket to sanity drain.

"No wonder this place is called the @Border of Hell@!Border of Hell!&N&%P%... These mobs are straight from the underworld."

Guanshan sighed. Oddly, the monsters didn't rush him. Most scattered and fled, while a few remained frozen in place, occasionally twitching.

Since they had no heads or faces, it was impossible to read their intent.

Guanshan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Could it be that the @Elite Monster@!Elite Monster!&N&%C% was their leader? Now that it's dead, the rest don't know what to do anymore? Or maybe they were just traumatized by the spectacle of me killing it?"

He chuckled at his own joke.

"But... that cryptic opening scene the simulator gave me before the fight... it's finally starting to make some sense now."

——
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"In this part of the story, I'm apparently playing the role of a ghost wandering the Border of Hell, endlessly searching for the entrance to the underworld but unable to find it."  

Since there was no immediate threat, Guanshan simply brought up the simulator's initial prompt screen and stared at the cryptic text, lost in thought.  

According to Buddhist teachings, the period between death and reincarnation is called the intermediate state.  

This stage lasts forty-nine days in total, with a chance for liberation every seven days.  

If one fails to enter the cycle of reincarnation by the end of the forty-nine days, they become what we normally call a ghost—forever unable to be reborn.  

And this ghost... was clearly lost.  

Lost three times, in fact—hence the three "crossroads."  

"Even though the wording's vague, what else could these three 'crossroads' possibly mean? Come on, even my toes can figure it out—it's got to be monsters!"  

Guanshan applied his overthinking gamer brain, stepping outside the narrative framework and instantly grasping the meaning behind the text.  

"Especially that last monster, with its weapon-locking ability—it more or less corresponds to the 'stripped of clothing' line in the story. It's basically the same concept as 'Expelliarmus' from Harry Potter."  

He let his thoughts run wild. "By extension, the next two lines—'let go of memory' and 'abandon the flesh'—must also be clues about monster abilities."  

"In other words, there are still two more Elite Monsters ahead. After that, I just need to go higher to reach the Final Boss."  

He frowned. "But what kind of abilities do these two clues represent? 'Let go of memory'... could that be some sort of mental interference? And 'abandon the flesh'—maybe it's the opposite of the last one, sealing off my close-combat abilities?"  

Guanshan considered it and nodded. That seemed like the right direction. As long as he mentally prepared himself, he should be able to handle it.  

"Alright... I've rested up, and my HP is fully restored."  

He glanced at his HP bar, feeling a deep sense of relief.  

He had already wrapped the [Healing Talisman] around his wrist. The special cloth was covered in densely packed, indecipherable runes drawn with dark red ink. It looked a bit creepy.  

But to Guanshan, this was a mysterious and exotic form of artistic expression.  

The more he looked at it, the more adorable it seemed.  

He rolled down his sleeve to hide the cloth, glanced at the grotesquely twitching little monsters still writhing in place, and pulled out his Glock 17.  

A faint smile tugged at the corner of his lips. "Since you're not running—then don't bother running at all."  

Whether for gaining EXP or passively boosting his strength, clearing out mobs was an essential step.  

It was also, aside from looting corpses, the most enjoyable part of the entire simulation.  

——  

While Guanshan was busy looting, the Worker Bees who had come to investigate the noise had already fled—those who could, anyway.  

No matter how evil they'd been before, none of them had ever witnessed such horrifying brutality.  

In the blink of an eye, Worker Bee 3—whom they viewed as an overwhelmingly powerful C-rank ability-user—had her arm torn clean off by the young man who suddenly appeared.  

Then, the man snatched away the sword that had pierced through his own hand and, wearing a terrifying expression, turned the barely-breathing Worker Bee into a human pincushion...  

What kind of overwhelming power—and what kind of twisted personality—could commit such a monstrous act?!  

Everyone who had seen it firsthand was too shaken to even think. Only one thought remained in their minds—run!  

Even among the Killer Bees, the Worker Bees had a hierarchy. The top ten were considered leaders. The lower-ranked ones had to obey and serve them...  

Just like earlier—Duan Ning had issued the group command to surround that mysterious man.  

But now, they barely had the courage to flee, let alone fight this man!  

No... he wasn't human. He had to be a demon!  

The remaining Worker Bees were paralyzed with fear. They desperately tried to crawl away, but their bodies refused to cooperate. Legs trembling, they could only scream out, hoping someone might come save them.  

But the Killer Bees were made up entirely of criminals—selfish and ruthless to the core. Who would come back to save them?  

Even worse, after resting for a while, the man pulled out a handgun and walked toward them with a faint, satisfied smile!  

"Bang!"  

Worker Bee 21 watched in horror as the nearest of his companions got shot in the head with pinpoint precision.  

The exploding fragments mixed with blood and brain matter, flashing like a meteor across the night sky.  

On the ground, Duan Ning's sole remaining eye stared lifelessly upward, as if silently witnessing the carnage—etched with terror.  

The man's eyes were devoid of emotion. He stepped forward, fired.  

His swaying flashlight was like the scythe of death—whoever it illuminated was fated to die in the next second.  

One. Two. Three...  

Killed while running. Killed while fighting. Killed while falling.  

Worker Bee 21 trembled as he backed into a corner. His legs finally regained some feeling in the midst of his frantic struggle. He leapt up, scrambling to escape while shouting into his radio, "Enemy attack at the southeast factory building! Worker Bee 3 is down! Requesting backup!"  

He had just spoken when he looked back—and nearly lost his soul.  

Guanshan had heard the noise and turned to look at him. The flashlight beam landed on him as Guanshan muttered, "Huh, missed one."  

"Worker Bee 3 is down?" The voice on the other end belonged to Worker Bee 6, who sounded surprised. "Wasn't that where Gao Ye went? Since when can't Duan Ning handle a little girl? Getting taken out instead? What a joke."  

Worker Bee 6 sat with his legs propped up in the factory office, completely unconcerned about Duan Ning's death.  

He had always looked down on that woman—and on Taoluo, who had recently died too.  

Though his own rank was lower, he was confident that if they had gone all out, he would've won. He just couldn't be bothered to fight.  

Duan Ning's death? Clearly a case of being outclassed.  

Still, she was a Heritage of the Immortals, and she sealed the enemy's weapon... so to die anyway—how weak could she be?  

Worker Bee 6 sneered in disdain.  

But the voice on the other end trembled in denial. "No, no! It wasn't Gao Ye—it was a strange man... wait, I remember now. I've seen him before. He's that... that Guanshan—"  

Bang!  

Before Worker Bee 21 could finish, the radio erupted with a deafening explosion.  

Guanshan?  

Worker Bee 6's smirk froze.  

Then Guanshan's voice came through the radio loud and clear, tinged with surprise. "What luck—an extra bonus drop."  

——  

"Guanshan?"  

Gao Ye had just broken through a group of Worker Bees and vaulted over a barbed wire fence to land on a rooftop—only to spot Guanshan holding a gun.  

Her pupils constricted.  

The man was drenched in blood from head to toe, dripping from his sleeves and the gun in his hand.  

All around him lay corpses.
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"Guanshan? What's he doing here?!"  

Gao Ye stared in disbelief at Guanshan standing in the center of the factory floor. Her usually cold expression nearly cracked.  

She had rushed over after hearing gunshots and cries for help. The more chaotic the situation, the more it played to her strengths.  

Coincidentally, her first mission target this time—"Worker Bee 3"—was also located in this direction.  

But now... it was obvious that the woman had already been reduced to a barely recognizable corpse, slain by Guanshan himself.  

To be honest, Guanshan killing a C-rank ability-user wasn't even that shocking anymore.  

What truly stunned Gao Ye was the fact that, according to the Special Security Unit's covert surveillance report, Guanshan was supposed to still be at home!  

At least... he definitely was ten minutes ago.  

And yet, this cast iron factory was over twenty kilometers from Guanshan's home.  

To cross such a distance in ten minutes could only be explained by an ability.  

But the D-rank spatial-type ability-user who also died at Guanshan's hands had a teleportation range limit of just five kilometers.  

Which meant Guanshan's suspected spatial-type ability could now be confirmed—and very likely had already reached C-rank!  

Gao Ye quickly calmed herself and accepted the fact that Guanshan was a dual C-rank ability-user.  

She reassured herself, "Two abilities, that's all. Didn't Worker Bee 3 also have dual abilities? It's not that rare."  

But in reality, Worker Bee 3 didn't truly count as dual-ability—after all, she was a controversial Heritage of the Immortals... so Guanshan might actually be the first confirmed case?!  

Gao Ye crouched low on the rooftop, hiding herself without descending. She scanned the area to assess the situation.  

According to the analyst's advice, it was best not to approach Guanshan during combat...  

The scene below was clear, but what caught her attention was the voice she had heard earlier—someone had been calling for backup over the radio.  

The nearest person should be Worker Bee 6, which meant he was likely the next enemy.  

"Worker Bee 6's ability is 'Illusory Dream'—he can silently induce hallucinations. I have to stay alert. If anything seems off, act immediately, or he'll exploit the opening."  

Gao Ye narrowed her eyes at Guanshan, deciding to use him as a beacon.  

Then she saw Guanshan squat by the corpse he had just shot in the head.  

He rummaged briefly—then suddenly broke off the corpse's entire arm and pulled out a short rod-shaped object that looked like metal.  

Inside the arm was a matching metal slot, connected to surrounding muscle and nerve tissue.  

Gao Ye squinted. "That looks like... a built-in magnetic field generation and control device?"  

In this era, ability-users weren't the only powerhouses. Thanks to brain domain development–type abilities, some technologies far ahead of their time had emerged and become viable tools of combat.  

But these technologies born from abilities were never meant to appear in the ordinary world.  

As a combat-specialized ability-user, it was crucial for Gao Ye to recognize advanced tech, and she had studied hard to catch up.  

So she immediately identified what it was.  

Which also meant the original owner of this body likely didn't have a strong ability and relied on this tech for combat.  

She frowned. "But what's Guanshan doing with it? Without the built-in slot, the chip is basically useless..."  

The next moment, Guanshan showed her exactly what it could be used for.  

He took the metal rod, tore open the muscle tissue of his own arm, and shoved it straight in.  

"?"  

A question mark practically popped above Gao Ye's head.  

She stared in disbelief at what Guanshan was doing, starting to wonder if he was seriously unwell.  

Without the base slot to connect to his nerves, forcing the chip in like that—how could it possibly work?!  

But then, something even more terrifying happened.  

The wound on Guanshan's arm healed instantly. He flexed his arm, then raised his hand.  

In that instant, thin sheets of metal, like fish scales, floated up from the corpse's body and zipped into Guanshan's hand, then adhered tightly to his skin, sliding beneath his sleeve.  

The magnetic control device had activated!  

"???"  

That actually worked?!  

Gao Ye was dumbfounded. Her entire understanding of how the world worked was collapsing. She couldn't help but question reality itself.  

Was... was that actually how magnetic control devices were meant to be used?  

——  

To Guanshan, it all made perfect sense.  

A status screen popped up before his eyes.  

[Skill Book: Neural Magnetic Field (Temporary)]  

That's right—it was a skill book!  

Guanshan hadn't expected this at all. Not even the Elite Monster had dropped one, and yet this little mob did.  

Unfortunately, the skill book was temporary. Learning it didn't require Skill Points, but it would expire after ten days.  

[Skill: Neural Magnetic Field (10-Day Countdown)]  

[Type: Active (Temporary)]  

[Cooldown: None]  

[Effect: By using a control device, you can manipulate special metal sheets with your mind.]  

[Description: White Emperor's Sacred Sword! The sword follows me!]  

Guanshan couldn't help but mutter, "The hell is this 'White Emperor's Sacred Sword'? This thing doesn't look Russian at all."  

The so-called "White Emperor's Sacred Sword" wasn't an actual sword. It was just a phrase Russians liked to yell when starting a group brawl.  

Even though it was in Russian, to Chinese ears it sounded like: "White Emperor's Sacred Sword, Huaxia's Number One Blade, the sword follows me!" And then a massive fight would erupt.  

Pure chaos.  

"But if you push this Neural Magnetic Field skill to the limit, it really does resemble sword control... so I guess it kind of makes sense."  

Guanshan learned the skill, gave it a quick test, then, confirming no small mobs remained nearby, continued heading upward.  

The area was far from quiet. The walls of human skin were layered like a maze, and monster howls echoed constantly—some distant, some disturbingly close—creating an eerie sense of dread.  

The skin walls were decaying faster and faster. Occasionally, a monster would emerge, which Guanshan would casually dispatch without breaking a sweat.  

Yet, despite walking for quite a while, he still hadn't encountered the second Elite Monster.  

He began to suspect he was lost—until he spotted a familiar figure in the distance.  

"Comrade Xiao Shen?"  

Guanshan blinked and quickly moved toward her.  

Shen Dinghua turned around, surprised. "Xiaoshan? Why are you still up?"  

"I..."  

Guanshan opened his mouth to reply—but something felt off.  

He looked behind him—and froze.  

It was his own home.  

On the coffee table, a steaming takeout meal and a bottle of cola sat waiting. A cartoon played on the TV.  

When he turned back again, warm lighting bathed Shen Dinghua's smiling face.  

There were no monsters. No walls of human skin.  

——  

Worker Bee 6 watched as Guanshan stopped not far ahead, a dazed expression on his face.  

With a snap of his fingers, Worker Bee 6 sneered.  

So this was the guy who killed Duan Ning?  

Pathetic.  

Just a little illusion, and he crumbled instantly.  

——
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"Illusory Dream" was the kind of ability that lured the target into a hallucination using some deep-seated emotion as bait.

If the opponent had no mental defenses, they could be dragged into the illusion almost instantly. If they were more alert, then one had to wait for a moment of vulnerability.

And Guanshan... in Worker Bee 6's eyes, clearly belonged to the first category.

Like a fool who dove straight into the trap the moment a morsel was dangled.

With all the time in the world, Worker Bee 6 strolled out from the factory's office.

Under the flickering streetlamp, the empty factory looked especially eerie. Compared to the fierce battles happening in other areas, this place was almost unnaturally quiet.

Out of arrogance, Worker Bee 6 hadn't bothered assigning any low-level ability-users to guard the area. His was a mental-type ability with a wide range, and it was easy to accidentally affect allies.

Bringing those useless pawns here would only turn them into statues anyway—might as well handle things himself.

"Tsk tsk."

Worker Bee 6 circled the frozen Guanshan leisurely, taunting, "Weren't you all bold over the radio? Talking about 'extra gains' like it was nothing. I was almost convinced you were a real threat."

And yet, here he was—trapped in the illusion without resistance.

As expected, all Flesh-Type ability-users were at a disadvantage when facing mental-type abilities.

Worker Bee 6 reached out, intending to take the gun from Guanshan's hand, but frowned when he saw the blood and grime on it.

His mild obsession with cleanliness flared up. In the end, he pulled out his own handgun instead, switched off the safety, and aimed it at Guanshan's head.

He said, "Your only 'extra gain' today is dying for your arrogance."

Just as he was about to pull the trigger, a flash of danger prickled his senses. He turned—and spotted Gao Ye approaching.

The girl landed lightly on the barbed wire fence, one hand resting on the hilt of her longsword. Her voice was icy.

"You're the one who needs to pay for what you've done."

She was anxious. Because of the analyst's warning, she hadn't dared get too close to Guanshan, but she hadn't expected him to fall into Worker Bee 6's illusion so easily.

Worker Bee 6 raised a brow and pressed the gun barrel against Guanshan's temple. "Oh? Are you really going to make a move?"

He whistled. "Or do you want to test it—whether a blade from ten steps away is faster than a bullet?"

Gao Ye's expression didn't budge. She slid a section of her blade free with a click. "Naturally, your head will hit the ground first."

Worker Bee 6 laughed. "Do you even believe that yourself? If you were so confident, you would've already struck."

His expression turned nasty. "The fact that you're still hesitating means you're not sure."

Gao Ye's heart sank, but her face betrayed nothing. "Go ahead and shoot. I'll kill you afterward. A life for a life—I'll avenge him."

In truth, she was confident she could strike faster than he could pull the trigger.

More precisely, she could be faster than the moment his finger squeezed down.

But right now, she needed to perfectly time when he would fire—and the best way to do that was to trick him into pulling the trigger first.

"Oh?" Worker Bee 6 continued, "Do you think a man with nothing to lose like me is more afraid of dying... or more eager to see the look of despair and regret on someone trying to save another?"

He stared at Gao Ye with a mocking smile, then said softly, "Are you nervous?"

Gao Ye didn't answer.

But Worker Bee 6's grin widened. "You've been in this situation before, haven't you?"

Something clicked in Gao Ye's mind. Memories surged—then her expression froze. Not good. He'd activated his ability!

——

Guanshan stared at the scene before him.

The living room, the coffee table, the TV, the girl... the atmosphere was warm and intimate.

The takeout had just been opened, steam still rising from it. Condensation trickled down the cola bottle. The TV was showing a sealing scene from Cardcaptor Sakura.

Outside the window, however, it was pitch-black. Rain tapped against the glass, a storm raged, and faint thunder rolled in the distance.

The girl stood at the table, fussing with the food. Her cheeks were flushed, and she wore a thin nightdress. One strap had slipped off her shoulder, revealing a glimpse of the pale valley of her chest.

Shen Dinghua looked up at him, perplexed, and asked casually, "Xiaoshan, why are you still awake?"

The mood wasn't like their usual somewhat distant dynamic. Instead, it felt... like a couple who had already confirmed their relationship.

A girlfriend watching TV and eating a late-night snack. A boyfriend who woke up and came downstairs, catching her in the act.

That's how it should've been.

But...

Guanshan looked up. The ceiling above was swallowed in endless blackness. At the edges, parts of the wall of human skin writhed and decayed.

It was like a rendering glitch—two environments overlapping, one unfinished, one real.

"A game bug?"

Guanshan stared, speechless at the bizarre scene, certain he'd encountered the second Elite Monster.

He was still holding a gun. His body was a mess—completely out of place in this cozy room.

"The story said that when facing the second fork, you must 'let go of memory'... So this Comrade Xiao Shen in front of me is fake? That monster morphed into Shen Dinghua from my memories to fool me?"

Guanshan looked at Shen Dinghua, hesitating.

Even knowing it was fake, it felt unbelievably real—so real it was tempting.

If he and Shen Dinghua ever dated, lived together, maybe even... got married—wouldn't it look exactly like this?

Shen Dinghua blinked. "Xiaoshan? What's wrong? Why are you staring at me?"

She walked over and took his hand. Her palm was soft and warm, her slender fingers brushing his skin, sending a ticklish sensation.

The phrase "warm fragrance, soft jade" existed for moments like this.

She noticed the blood on his hand, pulled out a couple tissues, and began wiping it away. Pouting, she scolded gently, "Where have you been? You're such a mess."

Guanshan froze, then shook his head. "Nowhere... just playing a game. It's the monster's blood, not mine."

Was he really going to... pull the trigger?

Guanshan hesitated more and more. Why did Shen Dinghua in front of him feel so real?

That clash between instinct and reason paralyzed him from raising his gun.

She finished wiping his hands, then moved on to his face—meticulously cleaning off every trace of blood. She looked into his hesitant eyes and suddenly smiled mischievously.

"Xiaoshan, are you wondering..." she said with a voice soft like a lover's whisper, "how to kill me?"

Guanshan's mouth fell open. "I..."

"It's okay," Shen Dinghua said. "You can do anything you want to me. I'll always support your decisions."

She cupped the hand holding the gun, lifted it, and pressed the muzzle against her chest.

Her slender fingers curled around his finger on the trigger.

Guanshan's head snapped up.

Shen Dinghua tilted hers, her smile radiant. "After all, haven't you always... wanted to kill me?"

Bang!

The girl fell backward.

Guanshan panicked and reached out—but caught nothing.

——
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