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      Chapter 1: Welcome to Game of Gods
    

    

    
      Jiang City, midsummer.
    

    

    
      The air was stiflingly hot, without the slightest breeze.
    

    

    
      Under the Panlong Overpass, the air was filled with a mix of exhaust and dust. Occasionally, a vehicle roared past, stirring up a wave of heat.
    

    

    
      Beneath the bridge, near the pillars, a flickering streetlamp with a poor connection struggled in vain, illuminating the dancing mosquitoes and drifting dust.
    

    

    
      In the shadow of the bridge pillars, several figures were surrounding Zheng Wei at this moment. The one leading them was a burly man with a scar on his face, a cigarette dangling from his lips, his gaze vicious.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s rough hands were clenched tightly. Sweat slid down his cheeks and dripped onto the scorching concrete.
    

    

    
      “Brother Wei, don’t be shameless when someone’s giving you face.” A frivolous voice sounded.
    

    

    
      The Scar-face at the front slapped a loan-shark contract onto Zheng Wei’s face.
    

    

    
      “Look, it’s written clearly in black and white.”
    

    

    
      “Back when your daughter needed treatment, you borrowed fifty thousand from Brother Qiang. Now it’s time to pay up.”
    

    

    
      “With fifty thousand in principal and interest compounding, the total is now three hundred thousand. Not a single cent less.”
    

    

    
      Scar-face spat out the cigarette butt, crushed it with the tip of his shoe, and with a mocking expression said, “Brother Wei, three hundred thousand for your daughter’s life—pretty worth it, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei trembled as he pulled a wrinkled stack of cash from his pocket. “Brother Biao, this is this month’s wages, three thousand. Please… take it first…”
    

    

    
      Scar-face snatched the money and weighed it in his hand, letting out a cold laugh. “Three thousand? Are you treating me like a beggar?”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s body began to tremble. He lifted his bloodshot eyes and pleaded hoarsely, “Brother Bao, my daughter is still in the hospital. I’m begging you, give me a few more days… just a few more days…”
    

    

    
      “…The payment from the construction site is coming soon. Once it arrives, I’ll pay immediately!”
    

    

    
      “A few days? Can the hospital wait a few days?”
    

    

    
      “Your daughter’s illness can’t be delayed, right?”
    

    

    
      “If Brother Qiang hadn’t lent you money back then, you’d probably be kneeling at your daughter’s grave today, offering incense, wouldn’t you?!”
    

    

    
      “Brother Wei, you really shouldn’t be ungrateful!”
    

    

    
      Scar-face burst into laughter as he spoke, and the thugs behind him followed with jeering laughter.
    

    

    
      “Brother Bao is right. If Brother Qiang wasn’t kindhearted, your daughter would’ve died already!”
    

    

    
      “Brother Wei, I think your daughter looks pretty nice. Why don’t you let her ‘work’ for us to pay off the debt?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Their filthy words smashed into the kneeling father.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s chest rose and fell violently. The pleading in his eyes was gradually replaced by despair, and deep within that despair, a massive fury was about to erupt.
    

    

    
      “Looks like you’re not planning to hand over the three hundred thousand today, Brother Wei. Don’t blame us for being impolite then.” Scar-face lost his patience and raised a hand toward Zheng Wei.
    

    

    
      Two thugs behind him immediately stepped forward and pinned Zheng Wei hard against the pillar wall.
    

    

    
      Then Scar-face turned and grabbed a rusted iron rod from the corner. He weighed it in his palm, producing a dull metallic thud.
    

    

    
      “Since you can’t pay the money, then we follow the usual rules. We’ll break one of your legs first, let you learn your lesson.”
    

    

    
      “Let you know that Brother Qiang’s money isn’t something you can just avoid paying back.” The scar on his face looked especially ferocious under the dim light.
    

    

    
      “Please… Brother Bao…” Zheng Wei’s voice carried a desperate plea.
    

    

    
      But the iron rod in Scar-face’s hand had already been raised high. With a whooshing sound, it swung down fiercely toward Zheng Wei’s left knee.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei shut his eyes in agony.
    

    

    
      He almost heard the sound of his bones shattering.
    

    

    
      His daughter’s pale little face flashed through his mind.
    

    

    
      No!
    

    

    
      Why?!
    

    

    
      He worked himself to the bone. He only wanted to save his daughter. Why did it have to come to this?
    

    

    
      At that moment, extreme despair and fury erupted in Zheng Wei’s heart like a volcanic explosion!
    

    

    
      Just as the iron rod was about to strike his knee—
    

    

    
      A cold, majestic voice devoid of emotion, like an absolute truth, thundered directly within the depths of his soul!
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Zheng Wei】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Popeye】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【Your anger shall become strength; your limits far exceed mortal imagination】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      To Zheng Wei under the Panlong Overpass at this moment, the instant that voice appeared, time seemed to stretch infinitely.
    

    

    
      At the same time, an unprecedented power surged from within his body.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s mind went blank, but his body, driven by that power, moved instinctively.
    

    

    
      He instinctively swung his arm, and the two thugs holding him were instantly flung away like severed kites, crashing heavily against a distant bridge pillar.
    

    

    
      Then Zheng Wei reached out and precisely caught the descending iron rod.
    

    

    
      “Bang!!!” 
    

    

    
      A muffled explosion of impact rang out.
    

    

    
      The bone-shattering sound Scar-face expected did not come. Instead, an overwhelming force surged from the other end of the iron rod, numbing his grip so badly he nearly lost hold of it.
    

    

    
      How was this possible?!
    

    

    
      Scar-face’s eyes widened in terror as his mind froze.
    

    

    
      The thugs behind him, who had just been laughing, felt their smiles stiffen on their faces.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Scar-face instinctively tried to yank the iron rod back, but it did not move an inch.
    

    

    
      “Creak… crunch… aaah…”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a scalp-numbing sound of twisting metal rang out.
    

    

    
      Under the terrified gazes of Scar-face and the others, the solid rebar-made iron rod was crushed flat… in Zheng Wei’s hand!
    

    

    
      Every debt-collecting thug present, including Brother Bao, froze in place, their faces showing utter shock and disbelief.
    

    

    
      He had bent a steel rod… with flesh and bone?!
    

    

    
      Was this a damn movie?!
    

    

    
      They looked at the distorted rod, then at Zheng Wei, whose entire being radiated a dangerous aura, as if they were witnessing the most impossible sight in the world.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Zheng Wei slowly lifted his head.
    

    

    
      His eyes had completely changed. The earlier pleading and despair had vanished without a trace, replaced by a dazed, simmering rage.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei could feel this immense power erupting from every cell in his body, coursing wildly through his limbs!
    

    

    
      He stared at the thugs who had just been humiliating him moments ago. His gaze was as if he were looking at a pile of corpses.
    

    

    
      “You… what the hell are you doing?!” Brother Bao was the first to snap out of his shock. He instinctively took half a step back, then shouted with a voice that sounded fierce but was hollow inside.
    

    

    
      Next, Brother Bao reached behind his waist and grabbed a spring knife that gleamed with cold light. With a crisp “click,” the blade sprang open and lunged toward Zheng Wei. “I don’t care what tricks you pulled. You owe money, you pay! That’s how the world works!”
    

    

    
      As the blade thrust forward, Zheng Wei raised his fist and struck it head-on.
    

    

    
      At the moment fist met steel, the spring knife shattered instantly. A sharp cracking sound snapped from Scar-face’s wrist.
    

    

    
      “A monster!”
    

    

    
      One cowardly thug let out a shrill scream and immediately bolted. The remaining thugs saw this and scattered in panic like startled birds.
    

    

    
      “Bro… brother… no, big brother!” The flesh on Brother Bao’s face twitched uncontrollably. His earlier arrogance had completely vanished, leaving only boundless fear.
    

    

    
      Clutching his broken wrist, he wailed, “It’s a misunderstanding… all a misunderstanding! The money… forget the money! We don’t want it anymore, really, we don’t!”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei did not respond. His eyes shifted toward Scar-face, who instantly scrambled backward on hands and feet like a terrified dog.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei looked indifferently at the group of panicked scumbags. He did not pursue them, and soon they vanished into the darkness, leaving behind nothing but a strong stench in the air.
    

    

    
      A night breeze suddenly swept through, bringing a trace of coolness.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei lowered his head and stared at his slightly trembling hands. He could not believe what had just happened.
    

    

    
      Was he dreaming?
    

    

    
      “Game of Gods… Popeye…”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei murmured as he began carefully examining the rule information that had appeared in his mind.
    

    

    
      Factions, identities, abilities, slaughter, erasure… it all sounded like fantasy, yet it had undeniably happened to him.
    

    

    
      Worldly law and order no longer bind you.
    

    

    
      Your only restraints are other players.
    

    

    
      The words of the rules echoed in his heart.
    

    

    
      Perhaps… this sudden extraordinary power, this so-called “game,” was not entirely a disaster.
    

    

    
      It might be an opportunity—one that could shatter his current predicament, perhaps even allow him to seize far more!
    

    

    
      His daughter!
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei suddenly remembered his daughter still in the hospital. He could no longer bother thinking about the “Game of Gods” and hurried toward the Jiang City First People’s Hospital.
    

    

    
      And on this night, countless people in Jiang City were destined to lose sleep.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the top-floor apartment of an inconspicuous residential building in Jiang City—
    

    

    
      Outside the massive floor-to-ceiling windows, the city’s lights shimmered brilliantly.
    

    

    
      A young man in comfortable loungewear was quietly watching the enormous light screen before him. The display was divided into twelve sections, each showing a different scene in real-time.
    

    

    
      One of those sections showed the exact moment beneath the Panlong Overpass—everything from Zheng Wei being pushed to the brink of despair, to his eruption of extraordinary power, to the thugs fleeing in terror.
    

    

    
      The man picked up his freshly brewed coffee and took a slow sip, letting the rich aroma spread through his mouth.
    

    

    
      He looked at Zheng Wei’s face on the screen—a mix of confusion, fear, and a hint of exhilaration. His lips curled upward slightly, forming a playful smile.
    

    

    
      “A stone has been cast into the pond,”he murmured softly, his voice carrying the rhythm of absolute control, “Let’s hope it creates some… interesting ripples.”
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      Chapter 2: Queen of Shadows
    

    

    
      This young man in comfortable homewear was named Yun Ge.
    

    

    
      Not long ago, Yun Ge had still been just an ordinary programmer in this city, living a dull routine between home and work.
    

    

    
      Until a recent accident that changed everything; by coincidence, his consciousness had touched the “source code” of this world—the “Primordial Sea.”
    

    

    
      He had become the only person in hundreds of millions of years to dive into that deep dimension and return safely.
    

    

    
      Of course, calling him a person at this moment might no longer be appropriate. He had become the only “god” in this world.
    

    

    
      He had gained the transcendence brought by omniscience and omnipotence, no longer needing to live the life of a corporate workhorse.
    

    

    
      However, Yun Ge soon felt loneliness and boredom, so he initiated this “transcendent game.”
    

    

    
      He wanted to see what kind of magnificent drama these ordinary people would perform for him when he personally cast the gift of “transcendence” upon them.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang City, top floor of the Global Center, CEO office.
    

    

    
      Unlike the chaos and stench under the Panlong Overpass, the top floor of Jiang City’s CBD was another world altogether.
    

    

    
      Outside the huge floor-to-ceiling windows was the most dazzling night view of the entire city, the traffic like rivers of gold, the buildings like morning stars.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stood before the window, overlooking the brightly lit city beneath her feet.
    

    

    
      She wore a well-tailored, expensive black business suit, her gaze sharp and icy beneath her gold-rimmed glasses.
    

    

    
      On her desk lay an open bidding proposal for the new-energy industrial park in the eastern district, filled with dense handwritten notes, proof of her meticulousness and desire for control.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan had just finished a transoceanic video conference, rejecting a seemingly lucrative financing proposal from a Wall Street investment bank simply because their terms hid an ambition to interfere with her company’s decisions.
    

    

    
      She, Lin Lan, absolutely refused to let anyone touch her control—be it her father or those self-important capitalist jackals.
    

    

    
      For someone like her, who presided over a company valued at tens of billions, a believer in absolute rational control, losing control was equivalent to losing her life.
    

    

    
      Just as she lifted her coffee, preparing to enjoy this brief moment of peace, that cold, majestic voice suddenly rang in her mind without warning.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Lin Lan】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Shadow Controller】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Shadow】
    

    

    
      【Wherever there is light, there must be shadow, and you shall be the sovereign of shadow】
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s body instantly tightened, her pupils contracting, her hand holding the coffee cup frozen midair.
    

    

    
      An auditory hallucination?
    

    

    
      Or a nervous breakdown caused by too much recent stress?
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of shock, Lin Lan calmly removed her glasses and wiped the lenses with a velvet cloth.
    

    

    
      But her mind—long accustomed to operating at high speed—immediately began analyzing this invasive stream of information, word by word, line by line.
    

    

    
      The source of the voice was undetectable, ringing directly in her mind without any way to block it.
    

    

    
      Its content referred to an event called “Game of Gods,” assigning her an “identity” and a “faction.”
    

    

    
      She first eliminated the possibilities of a prank or a high-tech brainwave attack.
    

    

    
      With her knowledge as the CEO of a globally leading tech company, she knew with absolute clarity that no existing technology could achieve such precise, medium-less mental interference.
    

    

    
      That left only the most absurd possibility—everything was real.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan put her glasses back on, her gaze even sharper than before.
    

    

    
      She did not hysterically demand “Who are you,” “What do you want,” or “What’s your purpose”; in her view, such questions belonged to the weak.
    

    

    
      The first thing she did after confirming the truth was walk to her office door and lock it from the inside.
    

    

    
      Then Lin Lan pressed the master control switch on the wall.
    

    

    
      “Pa.”
    

    

    
      A soft sound.
    

    

    
      All the lights in the office went out at once, leaving only the neon glow of the city shining through the floor-to-ceiling windows, casting mottled shadows across the mirror-like floor.
    

    

    
      “Wherever there is light, there must be shadow, and you shall be the sovereign of shadow.”
    

    

    
      Thinking of that sentence in her mind, Lin Lan’s eyes fell upon her own shadow.
    

    

    
      If that voice was telling the truth, then the power of the “Shadow Controller” should be related to it.
    

    

    
      She closed her eyes and began trying to communicate, to perceive with her “will.”
    

    

    
      One second, two seconds…
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a strange sense of connection arose.
    

    

    
      It felt as if her body had grown a new nerve; that patch of darkness was no longer merely the absence of light—it seemed alive, an extension of her limbs.
    

    

    
      It had “awakened.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan snapped her eyes open, a faint glimmer flashing through them.
    

    

    
      Next, focusing her will, the shadow behind her began twisting and writhing silently.
    

    

    
      “Extend.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan issued her first command in her mind.
    

    

    
      As her command landed, the shadow at her feet suddenly stretched over a meter forward in an instant, like a pitch-black spike silently thrusting ahead, its tip stopping precisely before the leg of her desk.
    

    

    
      It worked!
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s heartbeat sped up slightly, her body beginning to tremble.
    

    

    
      “Harden.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan issued her second command.
    

    

    
      The extended shadow spike darkened further, as though it bulged slightly out of its two-dimensional plane, taking on a faintly three-dimensional texture.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stood up, walked to the desk, took off her high heels, and used the heel to touch the tip of that shadow spike.
    

    

    
      Hard as iron!
    

    

    
      Her high heel collided with the shadow and actually produced a dull sound similar to metal striking metal.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan increased her strength, grinding the heel hard against that patch of darkness, yet the shadow did not move at all, impossibly solid.
    

    

    
      “Form alteration.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan continued issuing commands in her mind.
    

    

    
      That spike-shaped shadow began violently writhing and transforming.
    

    

    
      At times it turned into a wide-open hand with clearly defined fingers; at other times it became a pitch-black shield positioned before her; at yet another moment, it split into several thin tendrils, dancing wildly in the air like animated strands of hair.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stood where she was, calmly testing her abilities.
    

    

    
      After testing, she discovered that the range within which she could control the shadow was about ten meters; beyond that distance, her control weakened sharply.
    

    

    
      The degree of hardening was proportional to her mental energy consumption. Maintaining high-intensity hardening for too long made her feel waves of dizziness.
    

    

    
      The complexity of the transformations likewise strained her mental strength.
    

    

    
      Most crucially, all of this had to be done where there was “shadow.”
    

    

    
      Under direct light, her abilities were nearly useless.
    

    

    
      After roughly understanding her abilities, Lin Lan stopped her testing.
    

    

    
      She turned the office lights back on, the brightness driving away the darkness, the shadow on the floor returning to its original state as if everything that had just happened were nothing more than an illusion.
    

    

    
      But Lin Lan knew very clearly that from this moment on, the world was no longer the same.
    

    

    
      Her eyes began to fill with a burning intensity—this was true “power.”
    

    

    
      By comparison, the multibillion business empire she prided herself on was nothing more than a sandcastle on the beach.
    

    

    
      The “control” she pursued now had a new definition.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan returned to her executive chair, leaned back, fingers interlocked at her abdomen, and closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      This time, Lin Lan immersed her entire consciousness into the massive stream of information in her mind—the rules of the “Game of Gods.”
    

    

    
      【Welcome, fortunate (or unfortunate) player, your ordinary life ends here】
    

    

    
      【You have received divine grace and ascended to the peak of the mortal world】
    

    

    
      【This is your blessing, and your calamity】
    

    

    
      【The following rules—understand them, use them, or die by them】
    

    

    
      【Game area: Morningstar–Longxi Republic–Jiang City. After the game begins, you may not leave the designated area (including urban and suburban zones). Leaving the area results in immediate erasure】
    

    

    
      【Game factions: Radiance (8 players) VS Shadow (4 players)】
    

    

    
      【Victory condition: By the end of the game duration, completely eliminate all players of the opposing faction】
    

    

    
      【Note that you must survive to achieve victory. Even if your faction wins in the end, if you die before victory, you remain dead, though your teammates will appreciate your sacrifice】
    

    

    
      【Game duration: From the start of the game, thirty natural days】
    

    

    
      【Note that if the time limit ends without a decisive victory (meaning both factions still have surviving players), the result is a “draw”】
    

    

    
      【All surviving players will be erased】
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s brows furrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      The numbers were uneven.
    

    

    
      8 versus 4—Radiance held an overwhelming numerical advantage.
    

    

    
      This was not good news for her, a member of Shadow.
    

    

    
      So Lin Lan continued reading.
    

    

    
      【Identity and abilities: Each player will be randomly bound to a unique identity card and receive its corresponding transcendent ability】
    

    

    
      【The use of your transcendent ability must be explored on your own】
    

    

    
      【The laws and order of the mortal world no longer apply to you】
    

    

    
      【Your only shackle is the other players】
    

    

    
      【A player is deemed “eliminated” when their vital signs cease completely】
    

    

    
      【Shadow faction players will sense one another as the same kind when within a certain distance (about 10 meters), allowing immediate identification of allies】
    

    

    
      【Radiance players do not possess this ability】
    

    

    
      Seeing this rule, the corners of Lin Lan’s lips curved upward slightly.
    

    

    
      As expected.
    

    

    
      Though Shadow was outnumbered, they possessed an informational advantage, allowing them to gather quickly and cooperate as a team.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the eight players of Radiance were each isolated at the start of the game, likely to grow suspicious and even attack one another out of self-preservation.
    

    

    
      “Werewolf?”
    

    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    

    
      In Lin Lan’s eyes, this was quite similar to a real-world game called “Werewolf.”
    

    

    
      Shadow was the wolf team with shared information, while Radiance was the scattered villagers and special roles who knew nothing of each other.
    

    

    
      【Gifts and rewards: Basic reward: As a member of the victorious surviving faction, you will permanently retain your transcendent ability】
    

    

    
      【Additional rewards: God will grant extra gifts based on each victor’s performance】
    

    

    
      【Last, and first, piece of advice: Do not attempt to seek the creator of the game】
    

    

    
      【When the game begins, the only thing you must do is think about how to survive, and win, thereby pleasing the only spectator】
    

    

    
      【Now, the game begins】
    

    

    
      The stream of information came to an abrupt end.
    

    

    
      This was a game with no retreat.
    

    

    
      Either win everything and become something beyond mortal, or lose everything and vanish as if never having existed.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan did not feel fear. Instead, she felt a strange thrill.
    

    

    
      High risk, high reward.
    

    

    
      This aligned perfectly with her investment philosophy.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan opened her eyes, her gaze once again turning toward the prosperous city outside the window.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the city she knew so well had become a vast and intricate chessboard.
    

    

    
      Twelve pieces had already been placed—eight were her enemies, three were her teammates.
    

    

    
      As for the city’s administrators—the authorities—and the millions of ordinary people living here, although they had not been assigned identities, they were still resources and obstacles on this board.
    

    

    
      “Thirty days…”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan murmured softly, her eyes flickering with calculation.
    

    

    
      “I belong to ‘Shadow’, with an informational advantage…”
    

    

    
      “First step: immediately find a way to contact my three teammates…”
    

    

    
      “Second step: use all of my resources to locate those eight ‘Radiance’ hidden among the population…”
    

    

    
      “Third step…”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s mind was clear and composed, crafting a preliminary strategic framework within only minutes.
    

    

    
      She picked up the internal office phone and dialed her assistant’s number.
    

    

    
      “Sophie,”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s voice held no emotion, “look into all ‘unexplainable’ abnormal incidents in Jiang City recently—especially tonight.”
    

    

    
      “No matter how ridiculous the rumors are, I want them. I want this report in my private email before work tomorrow morning.”
    

    

    
      After hanging up, Lin Lan stood and walked to the massive bookshelf.
    

    

    
      She took down a large electronic map of Jiang City, spread it on the floor, and connected it to the power source.
    

    

    
      The entire map lit up instantly, densely marked with transportation networks, surveillance distribution, architectural structures, and other information.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s fingers slowly traced across the map as she whispered to herself.
    

    

    
      “The game…”
    

    

    
      “..has begun.”
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      Jiang City, the eastern district.
    

    

    
      Unlike the dazzling brilliance of the downtown CBD, this was the edge of the old city, where large blocks of buildings waited for demolition, like scars forgotten by the city.
    

    

    
      The abandoned Jinmao Tower had once been the landmark here.
    

    

    
      Because of a fire years ago, followed by rumors of supernatural events, it had become a moderately famous “Haunted High-Rise” on the internet.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the stifling summer night heat mixed with the decaying stench from the abandoned building, making the entire area seem even more eerie.
    

    

    
      A tall figure wearing torn fishnet stockings and a studded leather jacket, with heavy smoky makeup, was walking through the ruins while holding a selfie stick.
    

    

    
      “Family, do you see this? This is the legendary Jinmao Tower, Jiang City’s number one haunted building!”
    

    

    
      “Nana has already entered the main hall of the tower, and it feels several degrees colder than outside. I’m getting goosebumps!”
    

    

    
      Sun Na lowered her voice toward the phone camera, deliberately imbuing her tone with tension and excitement.
    

    

    
      On her phone screen, comments were flying at high speed.
    

    

    
      “Sister Na is badass! She dares explore a haunted tower alone!”
    

    

    
      “Damn, this place looks creepy as hell. My mom wouldn’t even let me near it when I was a kid.”
    

    

    
      “Protect our Nana, barrage shields up!”
    

    

    
      “Don’t be stupid, front row. It’s a script. I bet the ghost is about to show up.”
    

    

    
      “Who cares if it’s scripted? As long as it’s exciting! Brothers, send the gifts!”
    

    

    
      Seeing the rapidly increasing stream of gifts, Sun Na’s lips curled in pride.
    

    

    
      “Everyone look behind me. This was the main hall where the fire was the most severe back in the day. They say dozens of people couldn’t escape…”
    

    

    
      While explaining, she shone a high-powered flashlight around. The beam swept across the cracked walls and charred pillars, creating the illusion of flickering shadows.
    

    

    
      Under her careful orchestration, the stream’s popularity climbed steadily, soon breaking through the hundred-thousand viewer mark and hitting the platform’s trending list.
    

    

    
      “Top supporter ‘Dragon City Overlord’ has entered the stream!”
    

    

    
      A golden banner slid across the screen.
    

    

    
      Sun Na’s eyes lit up, and she immediately switched to a syrupy smile. “Welcome, my Dragon Bro! Do you want to see something exciting today? Nana promises you’ll be satisfied!”
    

    

    
      “Cut the nonsense. Give us some hardcore content!”
    

    

    
      Behind “Dragon City Overlord’s” comment came a chain of “rocket” gifts worth thousands.
    

    

    
      The atmosphere of the stream ignited instantly.
    

    

    
      “Perfect!” Sun Na felt completely assured.
    

    

    
      She said sweetly, “Don’t worry, Dragon Bro. Tonight’s content will definitely be hardcore!”
    

    

    
      “Family, did you hear that? It sounded like footsteps!”
    

    

    
      “Sister Na is going all out today. I *must* drag out the ‘ghost’ in this building for you!”
    

    

    
      Sun Na certainly knew ghosts didn’t exist, but she had paid five hundred yuan to hire a “ghost,” who was currently hiding in a room ahead, ready to cooperate with her performance.
    

    

    
      She made the agreed-upon hand signal toward her hidden accomplices, indicating for them to prepare to “appear.”
    

    

    
      She took a deep breath, ready to scream and welcome the “ghostly figure,” pushing the stream to its climax—
    

    

    
      When suddenly, that cold and majestic voice, like a divine decree, exploded in her mind!
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Sun Na】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Arsonist】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【Flames are your servant, and also your crown】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Sun Na froze mid-movement, her expression turning rigid, her body motionless.
    

    

    
      The voice was grand and imposing, as if arising from the deepest part of her soul, leaving no room for doubt.
    

    

    
      The viewers, seeing Sun Na suddenly go still, immediately flooded the screen with comments.
    

    

    
      “Sister Na? Did the stream lag?”
    

    

    
      “Sister Na? What’s wrong? Don’t scare me!”
    

    

    
      “No way… did she really run into a ghost?”
    

    

    
      “Why do I feel like the atmosphere suddenly changed…”
    

    

    
      Superboy, hiding in the room corner ahead, had been waiting for her second signal. Instead, he saw her suddenly freeze. Even he felt uneasy.
    

    

    
      So he poked out half his head and whispered, “Sister Na? Is it my turn? Should I come out?”
    

    

    
      Superboy’s voice snapped Sun Na out of her stupor.
    

    

    
      As her mind finished rebooting, her thrill-seeking heart began pounding wildly.
    

    

    
      Game of Gods?
    

    

    
      Arsonist?
    

    

    
      She had once been fired from a factory due to arson suspicion, becoming the target of scorn.
    

    

    
      But she loved fire—she was obsessed with the destructive beauty of flames.
    

    

    
      Her online username was “Fire Phoenix,” and a phoenix rising reborn from fire was tattooed on her arm!
    

    

    
      Could this be fate?!
    

    

    
      Because of fate, a god had chosen her!
    

    

    
      This was a miracle!
    

    

    
      Sun Na had always craved the spotlight, craved power, craved stepping on those who looked down on her.
    

    

    
      And now, a being calling itself “God” had given her the chance!
    

    

    
      A nearly manic light burst from Sun Na’s eyes. She decided to turn this “miracle” into the greatest stream of her life.
    

    

    
      She looked into the camera with a seductive and frenzied smile.
    

    

    
      “Family… just now… I think I heard God speaking.”
    

    

    
      In a dreamlike voice, she spoke, and the stream’s comment section erupted.
    

    

    
      “??? Sister Na is too deep into her role!”
    

    

    
      “Damn, that acting—she should be winning Oscars!”
    

    

    
      “God? What god? Sister Na, are you about to start a ritual?”
    

    

    
      Superboy hidden in the dark was stunned, thinking: This wasn’t in the script!
    

    

    
      Was Sister Na improvising?
    

    

    
      “He said He is granting me… a miracle.”
    

    

    
      Ignoring the teasing comments, Sun Na slowly extended her right hand, fingers spread, palm facing the camera.
    

    

    
      “Next… don’t blink.”
    

    

    
      Under the watch of over a hundred thousand viewers, Sun Na focused her mind and activated the ability she had just received.
    

    

    
      A flicker of orange-red flame suddenly burst into existence in her pale palm—without warning!
    

    

    
      No lighter, no fuel, just appearing out of thin air like a hologram.
    

    

    
      After half a second of stunned silence, the stream exploded.
    

    

    
      “Holy—!!!!”
    

    

    
      “What is this?! Magic? The latest AR effect?!”
    

    

    
      “Must be special effects, right? Is live-stream tech this advanced now?”
    

    

    
      “Awesome! But this effect is too realistic! Even the flame’s flickering is perfect!”
    

    

    
      “No! Look at her hand! There’s no device! This is real!”
    

    

    
      “Gifts! Send gifts! Sister Na’s content is insane!”
    

    

    
      The number of comments reached a terrifying peak, covering the entire screen.
    

    

    
      “Dragon City Overlord” sent 10 Super Rockets!
    

    

    
      “User8848” sent 5 Carnivals!
    

    

    
      “Nana’s Guardian Knight” sent 20 Luxury Sports Cars!
    

    

    
      Rockets, Carnivals, Super Battleships—expensive gifts flooded the screen like a waterfall.
    

    

    
      Watching her revenue skyrocket and feeling the unprecedented attention, Sun Na basked in the adoration, intoxicated by being worshipped like a deity.
    

    

    
      Her vanity was satisfied beyond measure, the pleasure so great she nearly moaned.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Superboy’s confusion had long turned to shock, then to terror.
    

    

    
      He covered his mouth tightly, not daring to make a sound.
    

    

    
      From this distance, he could clearly feel the heat radiating from the flame—proof it wasn’t special effects.
    

    

    
      This woman… she had really, truly ignited flame out of nothing!
    

    

    
      She was a monster!
    

    

    
      Superboy’s legs trembled uncontrollably, warmth spreading in his crotch.
    

    

    
      Sun Na didn’t care about the trembling, urine-soaked boy in the corner.
    

    

    
      She gazed at the flame in her palm. It behaved like a living thing, clinging gently to her skin without harming her.
    

    

    
      Under its glow, the phoenix tattoo on her arm seemed alive, each feather trembling subtly, as if ready to spread its wings, adding an eerie beauty.
    

    

    
      She lifted the flame to her face, then seductively licked her lips at the camera.
    

    

    
      “Everyone… do you like it?”
    

    

    
      Her voice trembled with excitement, her eyes burning with madness.
    

    

    
      She wanted to show them something even more thrilling.
    

    

    
      With a thought, the flame shot upward, turning into a fiery serpent that coiled around her arm before gathering at her fingertip into an otherworldly flaming lotus.
    

    

    
      Then she picked up a bottle of mineral water and poured it over the flame.
    

    

    
      The water streamed through the fire with a sharp “zzzz” sound, yet the flame burned steadily, not even flickering!
    

    

    
      This sight completely shattered the viewers’ nerves.
    

    

    
      “Water… water can’t extinguish it?!!”
    

    

    
      “This isn’t magic! Not special effects! I swear on my physics teacher’s coffin, this isn’t scientific!”
    

    

    
      “A miracle! This is a miracle!”
    

    

    
      Sun Na looked into the camera, her gaze fervent and sincere. “I told you, this is a miracle!”
    

    

    
      “This is true power!”
    

    

    
      Flames were her servant—and her crown.
    

    

    
      Feeling the fire’s joy, her own power, and the world’s attention, Sun Na felt like a queen.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha… hahahahahaha!”
    

    

    
      After pushing the stream to its peak, she willed the flame out. It vanished instantly without a trace.
    

    

    
      “That’s all for today’s stream,”
    

    

    
      She gave the camera a mysterious smile. “The story of God has only just begun.”
    

    

    
      With that, she ended the stream decisively, then turned around, her gaze icy as it fell upon the trembling figure curled in the corner.
    

    

    
      Superboy saw Sun Na approaching and nearly fainted, scrambling backward in panic.
    

    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    

    
      A-Qiang froze instantly. With a tearful face, he turned back and knelt. “Sister Na… no, fairy… goddess!”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t see anything! I swear I won’t tell anyone! Please spare me!”
    

    

    
      “What did you see?” Sun Na asked from above.
    

    

    
      “Flame… no, no… nothing, I saw nothing…” A-Qiang stammered.
    

    

    
      Sun Na chuckled lightly and extended a finger. A tiny flame danced at her fingertip like a demonic butterfly.
    

    

    
      A-Qiang’s cries cut off abruptly, all color draining from his face.
    

    

    
      “And now?” she asked.
    

    

    
      “I… I…” A-Qiang couldn’t even speak.
    

    

    
      Sun Na extinguished the flame, crouched down, and lifted his chin with her black-polished fingertip, forcing him to meet her eyes.
    

    

    
      “Do you want to live?”
    

    

    
      A-Qiang nodded frantically.
    

    

    
      “Good.” She smiled in satisfaction. “Keep everything that happened today buried inside, understand?”
    

    

    
      She paused, her voice turning cold. “But if you can’t keep your mouth shut—even one word to the person closest to you…”
    

    

    
      She extended her finger again. A ball of fire swelled at her fingertip, radiating terrifying heat, curling A-Qiang’s eyebrows.
    

    

    
      “...I’ll burn you—and everyone close to you—into ash.”
    

    

    
      Faced with this direct threat of death, A-Qiang collapsed completely, knocking his head against the floor repeatedly as he swore he’d never say a word.
    

    

    
      Sun Na looked at him with disgust.
    

    

    
      “Get lost. And remember.”
    

    

    
      A-Qiang fled like a pardoned criminal, scrambling away into the darkness.
    

    

    
      Watching his pathetic retreat, Sun Na’s gaze was icy.
    

    

    
      Now she needed to find an absolutely safe place to study this sudden game—and the intoxicating divine power.
    

    

    
      And her stream had already set off a massive uproar online.
    

    

    
      Most people firmly believed it was technology—a new AR effect or magic prop. Tech forums and magic associations were analyzing the video frame by frame.
    

    

    
      But a very small number saw something unusual in the fervent, genuine madness in Sun Na’s eyes.
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      Chapter 4: Hulk?
    

    

    
      Jiang City, inside the “Golden Splendor” KTV private room.
    

    

    
      The deafening music, mixed with the smell of alcohol and perfume, filled the entire space.
    

    

    
      A bald man wearing a floral shirt and a big gold chain was hugging two heavily-made-up women on either side while playing dice with them.
    

    

    
      The door of the private room was suddenly kicked open. Scar-face rushed in with a few of his men, stumbling and crawling.
    

    

    
      “Qiang… Brother Qiang!”
    

    

    
      The moment Scar-face entered, he dropped to his knees with a “thud”, his face full of fear and grievance.
    

    

    
      The music in the room stopped abruptly.
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang impatiently pushed away the women beside him, frowning as he looked at his useless subordinate.
    

    

    
      “What the hell are you screaming for? The sky collapsing?”
    

    

    
      “Brother Qiang! Something happened!”
    

    

    
      Scar-face wore a miserable expression and pointed at his broken wrist, “We… we were beaten up by that old guy surnamed Zheng!”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang’s face instantly darkened, “Zheng Wei? That guy who carries bricks at the construction site?”
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang could hardly believe his ears.
    

    

    
      He knew exactly what kind of person Zheng Wei was—an honest man who had once knelt in front of him, kowtowing to borrow money for his daughter’s treatment. In his impression, Zheng Wei was nothing more than a pushover they could pinch at will.
    

    

    
      “He alone took down seven or eight of us!”
    

    

    
      Scar-face began describing something that sounded utterly ridiculous to Brother Qiang, “Brother Qiang, that kid is freaky!”
    

    

    
      “He… he’s strong like a monster! He can bend steel pipes with his bare hands!”
    

    

    
      “Did you drink yourself stupid and start spouting nonsense?”
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang kicked Scar-face hard in the chest, sending him staggering.
    

    

    
      “Bend a steel pipe with his bare hands? Do you think I’m a three-year-old?”
    

    

    
      “It’s true! Brother Qiang, I’m not lying!”
    

    

    
      Scar-face pointed miserably at his wrist, “He broke my wrist!”
    

    

    
      “Brother Qiang, that kid is absolutely not human! He’s a monster!”
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang looked at Scar-face’s deformed wrist bone, then swept his gaze over the terrified expressions of the others. They didn’t look like they were lying.
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang’s expression grew extremely ugly.
    

    

    
      To him, money was a small matter—but face was everything.
    

    

    
      His men, on his turf, were beaten up by someone who owed him money. If this spread, how was he supposed to survive in the underworld?
    

    

    
      “Trash! A bunch of trash!” 
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang grabbed the Chivas bottle on the table and smashed it heavily on the ground. Glass shards and liquor scattered everywhere.
    

    

    
      The women in the private room screamed in fright and curled up in a corner, trembling.
    

    

    
      “Go, call every brother we can call! Arm up!”
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang roared at one of his underlings, “Today I’ll show everyone what happens when you mess with Brother Qiang!”
    

    

    
      He refused to believe that with dozens of his men, he couldn’t handle a brick-carrier.
    

    

    
      Even if the guy was strong, could he be made of iron?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang City First People’s Hospital, inpatient department.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei quietly pushed open the door of the ward and walked inside.
    

    

    
      On the bed, his ten-year-old daughter Zheng Xiaoxiao was sleeping peacefully. Her little face was pale without a hint of color, and her thin arm had an IV line inserted.
    

    

    
      Seeing his daughter’s sleeping face, the violence and euphoria born from gaining power instantly melted away, replaced by fatherly love and heartache.
    

    

    
      This was his entire world.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei walked softly to the bedside, tucked in the blanket for his daughter, then sat on a nearby chair, unable to take his eyes off her.
    

    

    
      He didn’t know how long had passed when his phone suddenly vibrated wildly.
    

    

    
      It was a coworker calling.
    

    

    
      “Hey, Old Zheng! Run! Brother Qiang and his people called dozens of guys and are looking everywhere for you!”
    

    

    
      “They seem to know which hospital Xiaoxiao is in!”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s heart sank, and his face turned ashen.
    

    

    
      He hung up immediately and rushed to the window, looking down.
    

    

    
      At the hospital entrance, several vans screeched to a stop. Their doors opened, and twenty to thirty muscular men holding machetes and steel pipes jumped out. Under Brother Qiang’s lead, they stormed toward the inpatient building with murderous momentum.
    

    

    
      They were here!
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei clenched his fists, his knuckles cracking loudly.
    

    

    
      The killing intent in his eyes thickened into something almost tangible.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t let them come upstairs!
    

    

    
      He couldn’t let them scare Xiaoxiao!
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei took a deep breath, turned around, dashed out of the ward, gently closed the door, and charged downstairs as fast as he could.
    

    

    
      At the entrance of the hospital lobby, Zheng Wei ran straight into Brother Qiang’s group.
    

    

    
      “Surnamed Zheng! You actually dared to come out!”
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang’s eyes turned blood-red. He waved his hand, and the dozens behind him immediately spread out in a fan formation, completely surrounding Zheng Wei.
    

    

    
      Patients and families in the lobby screamed and fled in panic at the sight of what looked like a full-blown gang fight. Chaos erupted.
    

    

    
      “Brother Qiang, if you have business, come at me.”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei stood firmly in front of the inpatient department doors, his voice low and hoarse. “Don’t make a scene here. There are patients upstairs.”
    

    

    
      “Now you’re scared? Too late!”
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang snatched a baseball bat from one of his men and pointed it at Zheng Wei, grinning viciously. “If I don’t break all four of your limbs today, I’ll write my name backward!”
    

    

    
      “Get him! Kill him!”
    

    

    
      With Brother Qiang’s command, the nearest thugs charged at Zheng Wei with machetes and steel pipes.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s eyes sharpened. He didn’t dodge.
    

    

    
      The moment the first thug’s machete swung down, he suddenly sidestepped and grabbed the man’s wrist, twisting hard!
    

    

    
      “Crack!”
    

    

    
      A crisp snap rang out, and the thug let out a pig-like scream as the machete flew from his hand.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei then swung his arm backward, smashing the back of his hand into the face of another thug rushing forward.
    

    

    
      The man didn’t even have time to scream before he flew backward, blood spraying from his nose and mouth, crashing into a row of waiting chairs.
    

    

    
      The scene spiraled completely out of control!
    

    

    
      With his inhuman strength, Zheng Wei was like a tiger among sheep. Any weapon that came near him was easily snatched or snapped in half.
    

    

    
      Anyone who approached was sent flying with a single punch or kick.
    

    

    
      Screams, the sound of bones breaking, and metal clashing echoed nonstop.
    

    

    
      Within barely one or two minutes, a large number of men lay groaning on the floor. The remaining dozen were completely terrified, shrinking back and refusing to step forward.
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang stood at the rear. The vicious grin on his face had long turned into horror and disbelief.
    

    

    
      This… this was still a human?!
    

    

    
      Dozens of strong men with weapons were beaten into a mess by just one person!
    

    

    
      That punk Leopard had been telling the truth!
    

    

    
      Looking at Zheng Wei, who seemed like a descending demon god, Brother Qiang felt unprecedented fear—but immediately afterward, even stronger humiliation and madness surged up.
    

    

    
      He, the mighty Brother Qiang, had been forced into such a state by a brick-carrier!
    

    

    
      “Get out of my way!” Brother Qiang shoved aside the last few men in front of him and pulled out a dark imitation pistol from behind his waist.
    

    

    
      This was his last-resort life-saving weapon—something he’d never use unless absolutely necessary.
    

    

    
      But now, he had been pushed to the brink.
    

    

    
      Brother Qiang aimed the black muzzle straight at Zheng Wei.
    

    

    
      “Monster! Go to hell!” Brother Qiang’s face twisted with madness as he prepared to pull the trigger without hesitation.
    

    

    
      However, Zheng Wei moved even faster!
    

    

    
      The moment Brother Qiang drew the gun, Zheng Wei’s eyes sharpened. He grabbed the ankle of a thug he had knocked down earlier, who was trying to crawl away, then tightened his waist and let out a thunderous roar!
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei lifted the 150-plus-pound adult man into the air—and hurled him straight at Brother Qiang!
    

    

    
      “Whoosh—!”
    

    

    
      The thug arced through the air with a wretched scream and crashed squarely into Brother Qiang just as he was about to shoot.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      With a heavy thud, Brother Qiang was knocked backward, his head smashing brutally against the marble steps. He instantly rolled his eyes and passed out. Blood rapidly pooled beneath the back of his skull.
    

    

    
      The entire scene fell into dead silence.
    

    

    
      Everyone was stunned by the impossible sight before them.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei looked at the unconscious, possibly dying Brother Qiang, and the gun lying not far away. He knew he had caused big trouble.
    

    

    
      Someone might have just died.
    

    

    
      Even though he now had extraordinary power, Xiaoxiao was still just an ordinary child.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t let her fall into danger, so he couldn’t stay here.
    

    

    
      With that thought, Zheng Wei didn’t hesitate. He sprinted back to the inpatient department and rushed into his daughter’s room.
    

    

    
      He pulled out the IV from her hand, wrapped her tightly in the blanket, then carried her out the hospital’s back door, disappearing into the vast night.
    

    

    
      Ten minutes later, piercing police sirens approached.
    

    

    
      When Criminal Police Captain Chen Mo rushed into the hospital lobby with his team, he sucked in a sharp breath at the sight before him.
    

    

    
      The lobby was a wreck. Dozens of strong men lay sprawled on the ground groaning, and the air was thick with the smell of blood.
    

    

    
      In the center lay a bald man in a pool of blood, unconscious, with a gun beside him.
    

    

    
      “Seal the scene immediately! Rescue all injured!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo ordered decisively, then strode to the gun and carefully bagged it as evidence.
    

    

    
      A gun case.
    

    

    
      And a violent brawl involving dozens.
    

    

    
      This was definitely a case big enough to shake the sky!
    

    

    
      “Captain!”
    

    

    
      A young officer ran over, face solemn. “We pulled footage from the entrance and questioned a few witnesses… They all said these dozens of men were taken down by… by one person.”
    

    

    
      “One person?” Chen Mo’s brows furrowed tightly.
    

    

    
      “Yes, just one.”
    

    

    
      “They said the guy was terrifyingly strong, like… like the Hulk in the movies.”
    

    

    
      Hulk?
    

    

    
      Hearing that word, Chen Mo wondered if his ears had deceived him.
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      Chapter 5: Undercurrents Surging
    

    

    
      Early the next morning, the sun had not yet fully risen.
    

    

    
      Jiang City Public Security Bureau, Criminal Investigation Division meeting room.
    

    

    
      Smoke curled in the air, the ashtray was piled high with cigarette butts, and the atmosphere was thick with nicotine and an unshakable restlessness.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo, captain of the criminal police, had a face so dark it looked like water could drip from it. He had not slept the entire night, and the blood vessels in his eyes were clearly visible. 
    

    

    
      At this moment, those bloodshot eyes were fixed rigidly on the projection screen.
    

    

    
      On the screen, the documents of two newly occurred violent cases were displayed side by side.
    

    

    
      On the left was “the vicious assault case under Panlong Overpass”.
    

    

    
      In the photo of the scene on the left was a twisted mass of ribbed reinforcing steel, making everyone’s brows furrow. 
    

    

    
      The preliminary report from forensics beside it was marked in red: “Not caused by mechanical external force, specific reason unknown.”
    

    

    
      On the right was the recently occurred “major armed brawl at Jiang City First People’s Hospital”.
    

    

    
      The scene in this photo was even more shocking—dozens of thugs and hired fighters lay wailing in pools of blood, while the only deceased was the armed leader, Brother Qiang.
    

    

    
      “Xiao Li, how’s the situation at the hospital?” Chen Mo asked hoarsely.
    

    

    
      The young officer named Xiao Li stood up, wearing a strange expression as he reported: “Captain, we asked… but… the testimonies are extremely outrageous.”
    

    

    
      “All conscious injured individuals insisted that all dozens of them were taken down by a man named Zheng Wei alone.”
    

    

    
      A wave of suppressed gasps swept through the meeting room.
    

    

    
      “One man?”
    

    

    
      An older detective asked incredulously, “Is this some kind of international joke? Are these people drugged stupid?”
    

    

    
      Xiao Li pulled a bitter face. “We were suspicious too, so we ran urine tests. All of them came back negative.”
    

    

    
      “And the surveillance footage from the hospital lobby… though chaotic, it clearly shows that most of the time, there was only one tall figure crashing through the crowd, while the others were sent flying as if they were made of paper.”
    

    

    
      He paused, then added, “We checked Zheng Wei’s background. Construction worker, 45 years old, one prior conviction for intentional injury, served five years in prison.”
    

    

    
      “His daughter Zheng Xiaoxiao suffers from a rare form of aplastic anemia, requiring long-term rest and extremely expensive medication, which was why he took out high-interest loans.”
    

    

    
      “He borrowed from the victim because of this, and when he couldn’t repay on time, conflict erupted, leading to these two incidents.”
    

    

    
      “For his daughter…” Chen Mo murmured, a complex look flashing through his eyes.
    

    

    
      A father pushed to desperation could unleash strength beyond ordinary limits.
    

    

    
      But this surpassed the ordinary far too much—it was outright absurd.
    

    

    
      “And also…”
    

    

    
      Xiao Li continued with difficulty, “They said Zheng Wei used a two-hundred-catty living person as a weapon and threw him, crushing Wang Qiang (Brother Qiang) to death.”
    

    

    
      The room fell silent again.
    

    

    
      Using a two-hundred-catty man as a weapon?
    

    

    
      Was that something a human could do?
    

    

    
      “Absurd!”
    

    

    
      The deputy director of the city bureau slammed his palm on the table and shouted angrily: “I think they colluded to find a scapegoat!”
    

    

    
      “The gun? Whose gun was it?”
    

    

    
      “A construction worker—where would he get a gun?”
    

    

    
      “The gun belonged to Wang Qiang,”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo answered in a deep voice, “but that’s not the key point.”
    

    

    
      “The key is that both cases point to the same suspect—Zheng Wei.”
    

    

    
      “And in both cases, there was the same phenomenon of ‘immense force beyond normal explanation’.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo pointed at the twisted steel bar on the screen. “The materials analysis department concluded that unless heavy hydraulic equipment was used, it would be impossible to twist the bar like this.”
    

    

    
      The deputy director had worked for thirty years and handled countless bizarre cases, but what he saw now filled him with unprecedented confusion.
    

    

    
      “What did the victim say?” the deputy director asked.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo remained silent for a moment before saying, “The victim insisted it was Zheng Wei.”
    

    

    
      “He said Zheng Wei suddenly became unbelievably strong, like the Hulk, and twisted this steel bar into a spiral with his bare hands…”
    

    

    
      “The Hulk?”
    

    

    
      The deputy director snorted. “Why didn’t they say Zheng Wei could fly?”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Chen Mo’s brows furrowed even deeper.
    

    

    
      He kept wondering whether this was mass hysteria.
    

    

    
      Or some unknown new tool.
    

    

    
      A hydraulic cutter? Impossible. There was no tool left at the scene, and the twisting marks indeed looked more like the result of an overwhelmingly brute “hand strength”.
    

    

    
      “I think we may be dealing with a method of committing a crime that we’ve never encountered.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s gaze turned deep, and he silently added the rest in his heart, “Or a force we cannot understand.”
    

    

    
      “Then Captain, you mean…” Xiao Li asked cautiously.
    

    

    
      “Deputy Director, I suggest we immediately establish the ‘815 Special Task Force’ and investigate both cases together!”
    

    

    
      “Track down the suspect Zheng Wei with full force!”
    

    

    
      “And thoroughly investigate Zheng Wei’s social connections and recent activities—leave out no detail!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same time the police were holding their meeting, Sun Na’s livestream incident was creating a massive storm online.
    

    

    
      Her livestream recording had been edited into countless versions, given sensational titles, and spread wildly across major short-video platforms and social media.
    

    

    
      Shocking! Female streamer encounters a ghost live on camera, fire erupts out of thin air!
    

    

    
      A flame science cannot explain, water couldn’t extinguish it! The truth behind the supernatural incident at Jinmao Tower!
    

    

    
      These topics quickly shot up the trending charts, generating tens of millions of views and discussions.
    

    

    
      In a forum called “Supernatural Phenomenon Research”, a post was pushed to the homepage.
    

    

    
      Title: Technical analysis of streamer ‘Fire Phoenix Nana’s’ fire-controlling video—special effects or real?
    

    

    
      Original poster: “I’ve worked in post-production for ten years, and I can responsibly say, if this is special effects, the production cost would be at least in the million-dollar range.”
    

    

    
      “Real-time rendering, light interaction, fluid dynamics… every frame is flawless, and this was supposedly achieved in a low-budget livestream? It makes no commercial sense.”
    

    

    
      Comment 1: “Agreed. I studied it for a long time and found no signs of CG compositing. And look at the streamer’s expression— that frenzy and genuine shock doesn’t look acted.”
    

    

    
      Comment 2: “Come on, it’s just some new AR device. Maybe some tech company is stirring up hype.”
    

    

    
      Comment 3: “Damn! The more I think about it, the scarier it gets! Could superpowers really exist in this world?”
    

    

    
      Comment 4: “Don’t be stupid. It’s all scripted. I’ve followed this Nana before—she loves this kind of borderline publicity stunt.”
    

    

    
      Most people online believed it was either technology or a scam, but a small group faintly sensed that something in the world might be quietly changing.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Top floor of Global Center, CEO office.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan had not slept the entire night, yet her energy was unnaturally high.
    

    

    
      Her assistant Sophie stood before the desk, using a tablet to report the information compiled overnight.
    

    

    
      “President Lin, according to your instructions, we screened all ‘abnormal events’ in Jiang City last night.”
    

    

    
      “Most were just rumors or misunderstandings, but there are three things I believe I should report in detail.”
    

    

    
      Sophie swiped the screen and pulled up the first document.
    

    

    
      “The first is the ‘fire-controlling livestream’ incident that caused a huge sensation online.”
    

    

    
      “The main subject is a streamer named Sun Na. While livestreaming inside the abandoned Jinmao Tower, she appeared to display the ability to conjure and control fire out of thin air. Here’s the video.”
    

    

    
      As Lin Lan watched Sun Na’s wild and seductive face on the screen, along with the flickering flame in her palm, a trace of undisguised disgust flashed beneath the gold-rimmed glasses.
    

    

    
      “The second incident,”
    

    

    
      Sophie continued scrolling, “Jiang City First People’s Hospital experienced a major violent brawl, triggered by a high-interest loan dispute.”
    

    

    
      “But according to non-public intel from internal channels, it wasn’t a ‘brawl’—it was dozens of armed thugs being taken down by a single construction worker named Zheng Wei.”
    

    

    
      “And firearms were present at the scene. Zheng Wei is currently on the run, and the police are pursuing him.”
    

    

    
      “The third is also related to this Zheng Wei.”
    

    

    
      “About two hours before the hospital incident, another violent assault occurred under Panlong Overpass, where a solid steel bar was found twisted by hand.”
    

    

    
      “Both cases point to Zheng Wei.”
    

    

    
      After finishing her report, Sophie waited quietly for instructions.
    

    

    
      ‘Idiots.’
    

    

    
      That was Lin Lan’s judgement of the two individuals.
    

    

    
      ‘Whether it’s that woman desperate for attention before the camera, or the man blinded by rage who turned himself into the police’s number-one target, both are incurable fools.’
    

    

    
      ‘Mortals who suddenly gain power don’t know how to hide or fear. They act on instinct, driven by desire and emotion like beasts.’
    

    

    
      ‘Such people never survive the first round of any real game.’
    

    

    
      Lin Lan deeply despised those who exposed themselves recklessly.
    

    

    
      She didn’t know whether either of these two were her teammates, but she sincerely hoped they belonged to the 【Radiance】 faction.
    

    

    
      If they were her teammates from the 【Shadow】 faction, she would feel utterly disgusted.
    

    

    
      To work alongside such simple-minded creatures was an insult to her intelligence.
    

    

    
      She would not hesitate to treat them as expendable pawns, to be used up completely whenever necessary.
    

    

    
      But if… they were from the 【Radiance】 faction…
    

    

    
      A cold curve formed at Lin Lan’s lips.
    

    

    
      Then she would be very pleased.
    

    

    
      Because foolish enemies were the best prey.
    

    

    
      But she had to prepare for the worst—one of these idiots might be her teammate.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan formulated her plan instantly.
    

    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    

    
      Setting down her coffee cup, Lin Lan said calmly, “It seems these two events hide something unknown.”
    

    

    
      “Sophie, I need you to handle a few things.”
    

    

    
      “First, that streamer named Sun Na—our entertainment fund can consider reaching out to her.”
    

    

    
      “Arrange a full background check and a business value assessment. See what kind of ‘special effects team’ she’s working with.”
    

    

    
      “If their technology is truly solid, investment or acquisition isn’t off the table.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, President Lin.” Sophie immediately recorded it.
    

    

    
      “Second, that man named Zheng Wei,”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan tapped her fingers lightly on the desk. “We’re negotiating a new materials cooperation project with the Urban Construction Group, aren’t we?”
    

    

    
      “This Zheng Wei caused such a big mess, involving gangs and a gun case. Find out whether he knows something about Urban Construction Group’s ‘secrets’.”
    

    

    
      “Sometimes, small people hide the keys to huge projects.”
    

    

    
      “Third,”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s tone became more casual. “Jiang City seems rather unstable lately.”
    

    

    
      “Have the security department keep an eye out, especially around Jinmao Tower and the First People’s Hospital. Don’t let our projects or personnel get caught up in unnecessary trouble.”
    

    

    
      “Also, send these ‘fun stories’ anonymously to a few media outlets we know, and some conspiracy-loving private investigators. Give them some material—maybe they’ll dig up something more interesting.”
    

    

    
      “Lastly, anonymously issue a few bounty tasks to look for other ‘strange individuals or incidents’ that appeared in Jiang City recently.”
    

    

    
      “Have the money routed through offshore accounts. Make sure the funds can’t be traced back to the company—or to me.”
    

    

    
      “Understood, President Lin.” Though Sophie found her boss’s behavior a bit odd, she still recorded everything carefully.
    

    

    
      “Go.” Lin Lan waved her hand.
    

    

    
      Sophie bowed and left the office.
    

    

    
      Once the heavy door closed, the mask of a corporate elite vanished from Lin Lan’s face. In its place was an icy indifference, like a deity overlooking a chessboard.
    

    

    
      She walked to the large floor-to-ceiling window, watching her own shadow stretch in the morning light.
    

    

    
      Then she extended her finger. 
    

    

    
      With a shift of her thoughts, a pitch-black spike silently emerged from her shadow, stopping precisely at the tip of her fingertip as if kissing her nail.
    

    

    
      “The game has only just begun…”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan whispered, her eyes shimmering with the light of absolute control.
    

    

    
      “I hope my teammates… won’t disappoint me.”
    

    

    
      “Otherwise, I will have no choice but to eliminate you myself.”
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      Chapter 6: The Shadow in the Wind
    

    

    
      On the outskirts of Jiang City lay a remote village called “Xiaxi Village.”
    

    

    
      Here, far from the noise of the city, the air was filled with the fresh scent of soil and grass.
    

    

    
      This was Zheng Wei’s hometown, and he had rushed back overnight with his daughter.
    

    

    
      Inside an old house, Zheng Wei carefully blew on a bowl of freshly cooked rice porridge to cool it down, then fed it spoonful by spoonful to his daughter, Zheng Xiaoxiao, who lay on the bed.
    

    

    
      “Dad, why… did we come back home?”
    

    

    
      Zheng Xiaoxiao’s face was still pale, but she looked much more spirited.
    

    

    
      Gazing at the familiar room, confusion flickered in her eyes. “The nurse at the hospital said I can’t stop taking my medicine.”
    

    

    
      Her illness required her to take an extremely expensive imported targeted drug over the long term to maintain her bodily functions. Without it, she would rapidly weaken.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s hand paused for a moment, then he forced a smile. “It’s fine, Xiaoxiao. Daddy won’t let you stop the medicine. It’s quieter here than the hospital—better for you to recover.”
    

    

    
      “We’ll stay here for a while, and you’ll get better.”
    

    

    
      “Really?” Xiaoxiao’s eyes lit up.
    

    

    
      “Of course. When has Daddy ever lied to you?” Zheng Wei gently patted her head, his heart heavy with mixed emotions.
    

    

    
      After tucking his daughter into bed, Zheng Wei sat on the stone steps in the courtyard and lit a cigarette.
    

    

    
      Through the curling smoke, he looked at his rough, calloused hands.
    

    

    
      These were the hands that had easily bent steel bars and torn through flesh and bone.
    

    

    
      That seemingly endless power still slumbered within him, ready to be awakened at any moment.
    

    

    
      He had killed someone.
    

    

    
      Though he had been forced into it, it was still true—the blood was on his hands.
    

    

    
      Panic and dread surged like a tide, but he quickly forced those emotions down.
    

    

    
      He did not regret it.
    

    

    
      For Xiaoxiao, he was willing to do anything.
    

    

    
      Now, he was a wanted man, with a gravely ill daughter in tow and a dark, uncertain road ahead.
    

    

    
      But the words “Game of Gods” glimmered like a faint light, showing him another path.
    

    

    
      If he could win this game, he would permanently possess that power—and perhaps gain even more.
    

    

    
      By then, money, identity, and the law… none of those mortal chains would matter anymore.
    

    

    
      “Game of Gods…” Zheng Wei murmured, a fierce glint flashing in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Xiaoxiao, don’t be afraid.”
    

    

    
      “Daddy will protect you. Daddy will make sure you live well.”
    

    

    
      Since this world no longer gave him a way to live, he would carve one out himself—with his newfound power!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      A sweltering afternoon in Jiang City.
    

    

    
      Heat waves shimmered between steel towers.
    

    

    
      Amid the dense traffic, a courier named Zhang Jie rode his modified electric bike like a swift fish darting through the cracks between cars.
    

    

    
      Shrill horns and drivers’ curses trailed behind him. Speed was his pride—and his livelihood.
    

    

    
      Once, he had been a provincial sprinter, a boy who raced the wind and basked in cheers and glory.
    

    

    
      But one damned Achilles tear had shattered all his dreams on that red synthetic track.
    

    

    
      Now, he was just an ordinary man, racing against time through the city maze for a few yuan per delivery.
    

    

    
      Last night, to meet a half-hour express deadline, Zhang Jie had taken a shortcut down a narrow, old alley.
    

    

    
      Just as he turned a blind corner, a black sedan came hurtling out from nowhere!
    

    

    
      The blinding headlights consumed his vision in an instant.
    

    

    
      Everything happened too fast—so fast that his brain couldn’t even react. He could only watch helplessly as that metal beast came crashing toward him.
    

    

    
      In that instant, the shadow of death enveloped him completely.
    

    

    
      But at that very brink of doom, a cold, commanding voice—like a divine decree—exploded in his mind!
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Zhang Jie】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Windrunner】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【The wind shall obey your command. Break free from the earth’s grasp—the sky is your hunting ground.】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The moment that voice echoed, Zhang Jie felt his body suddenly lighten, as though lifted by an invisible force.
    

    

    
      Time itself seemed to stretch; the onrushing car slowed to a crawl before his eyes.
    

    

    
      He could even see the driver’s face twisted in terror.
    

    

    
      Survival instinct overwhelmed everything.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s body twisted at an impossible angle, hurling himself toward the nearby wall.
    

    

    
      His feet—actually landed on that wall, perpendicular to the ground!
    

    

    
      “Thud! Thud! Thud!”
    

    

    
      He “ran” three or four steps up the wall, each step thudding heavily, like an anti-gravity gecko.
    

    

    
      Finally, his body arced gracefully through the air and landed safely on the sidewalk—completely unscathed.
    

    

    
      The black sedan, out of control, smashed into his abandoned electric bike with a loud “boom,” shattering it into pieces.
    

    

    
      “I… I’m alive?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie stood frozen, his heart pounding wildly, his back drenched in cold sweat.
    

    

    
      He looked down at his legs, then at the wall bearing faint footprints, his mind blank.
    

    

    
      The terrified driver stumbled out of the car, trembling.
    

    

    
      He had just seen a blur—like a ghost—flash across the wall, and then the courier vanished?!
    

    

    
      The driver rubbed his eyes, thinking he was hallucinating, but when he saw the unharmed courier at the far end of the alley, his jaw dropped.
    

    

    
      “G-ghost!”
    

    

    
      The driver let out a shrill scream, scrambled back into his car, and sped away in panic.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie ignored him. All his attention was fixed on his own body.
    

    

    
      He jumped experimentally.
    

    

    
      His whole body shot up more than two meters, almost brushing the tangled power lines above the alley!
    

    

    
      When he landed, his legs only tingled slightly—without the slightest pain.
    

    

    
      “This… this is…”
    

    

    
      His breathing quickened, his eyes filling with disbelief and wild excitement.
    

    

    
      After confirming he was alone, Zhang Jie began testing his newfound power like a madman.
    

    

    
      He ran along the walls, darting and leaping through the narrow alley, moving so fast he left only afterimages.
    

    

    
      He jumped from a second-floor window, adjusted midair, and landed feather-light on his feet.
    

    

    
      “Haha… hahahahaha!”
    

    

    
      His uncontrollable laughter echoed through the alley.
    

    

    
      “Superman! I’m freaking Superman!”
    

    

    
      Everything he had lost to injury seemed to have returned—stronger, more unreal, more thrilling than ever!
    

    

    
      Windrunner…
    

    

    
      This was the true Windrunner!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie reveled in his newfound strength.
    

    

    
      Delivering packages was no longer a job—it was a thrill.
    

    

    
      He ran along skyscraper edges, dashed between streams of cars, treating the entire city as his playground.
    

    

    
      Those once unreachable rooftops now took only a few leaps to reach.
    

    

    
      He loved standing at the city’s highest points, gazing down at the ant-like crowds and cars below, feeling the wind roar past his ears.
    

    

    
      That intoxicating sense of control consumed him completely.
    

    

    
      That night, back in his tiny ten-square-meter rental room, Zhang Jie slurped instant noodles while habitually opening a live-streaming app.
    

    

    
      He always watched a streamer named “Fire Phoenix Nana”—not for any special reason, but because she was wild and unrestrained. Watching her made him feel alive.
    

    

    
      But when he opened Sun Na’s page, a pinned video title caught his eye.
    

    

    
      “Miracle Descends! Witness the Queen of Flames!”
    

    

    
      Curious, Zhang Jie clicked in.
    

    

    
      In the same abandoned Jinmao Tower he knew, the streamer Sun Na stood before the camera—her palm igniting with a flickering, eerie flame.
    

    

    
      The fire was so vivid, so real. The fervor and confidence in her eyes—so unmistakable.
    

    

    
      The instant noodle cup clattered to the floor, spilling soup everywhere.
    

    

    
      His pupils shrank sharply; even his breath stopped.
    

    

    
      He replayed the video over and over, staring fixedly at her every expression, every motion.
    

    

    
      That look—the one born of power, a mix of ecstasy, curiosity, and arrogance—he knew it all too well.
    

    

    
      Because just last night, he had seen that exact same look… in his own reflection!
    

    

    
      “She… she’s also…”
    

    

    
      The thought struck Zhang Jie like lightning.
    

    

    
      This woman was also a player of “Game of Gods”!
    

    

    
      Was she an ally of the Radiance faction—or an enemy from the Shadow faction?
    

    

    
      His heart pounded uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      The game rules were clear: players of the Radiance faction couldn’t recognize each other, while Shadow faction players could sense one another.
    

    

    
      If Sun Na was an enemy, revealing herself like this made her an easy target.
    

    

    
      But if… she was an ally?
    

    

    
      He had to find her.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie sprang up from the bed, pacing rapidly in the cramped room, his mind racing.
    

    

    
      The last place she streamed from was Jinmao Tower—could she still be there? Or at home?
    

    

    
      He dug through her old live broadcasts, searching for clues in the background scenes.
    

    

    
      As a loyal fan, he knew she lived in the old eastern district of the city.
    

    

    
      That narrowed it down.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s eyes gleamed with excitement—like a hunter before the chase.
    

    

    
      He changed into black sportswear, pulled on a cap and mask, wrapping himself tightly.
    

    

    
      Then, he opened his window, glanced at the silent street below, took a deep breath, and leapt out.
    

    

    
      His body cut through the night in a silent arc, landing lightly on the rooftop across the street.
    

    

    
      The wind gathered beneath his feet.
    

    

    
      A second later, his figure shot off like an arrow from the string—racing soundlessly across the rooftops toward the city’s east.
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      Chapter 7: A Song of Wind and Fire
    

    

    
      That shocking, world-stirring livestream brought Sun Na an enormous fortune she had never imagined before.
    

    

    
      In just one night, her bank account had gained a seven-figure balance.
    

    

    
      So, far from the city center, she rented an abandoned textile factory as her new base.
    

    

    
      The location was remote, the space vast, and it was isolated from the public—perfect in every way.
    

    

    
      Then, she spent a hefty sum to purchase over a dozen pinhole cameras and surveillance devices, installing them at key intersections around her building.
    

    

    
      Sun Na knew very well that, in the eyes of “certain people,” she was now a figure at the center of attention. Someone was bound to keep an eye on her—and through them, she could ferret out those hidden enemies.
    

    

    
      Sitting in the vast, empty workshop of the factory, she stared at the monitors before her, feeling the gentle yet violent power of flame surging at her fingertips, a look of fascination spreading across her face.
    

    

    
      “This is only the beginning…”
    

    

    
      “Soon, I’ll win this game—and become the true queen!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      As an experienced courier, Zhang Jie knew every street and alley in Jiang City like the back of his hand. Especially the old district in the east—almost every building’s residents were stored in the database of his mind.
    

    

    
      “Sun Na… Fire Phoenix Nana…”
    

    

    
      Recalling the vague customer information in the delivery system, and combining it with the glimpses of street scenery occasionally revealed in Sun Na’s livestream, Zhang Jie quickly narrowed down his target to three adjacent old residential buildings.
    

    

    
      Finally, from outside the fifth-floor window of one of those buildings, he spotted that familiar streamer’s fill light and backdrop.
    

    

    
      Found her!
    

    

    
      A thrill shot through Zhang Jie’s heart, but he didn’t act rashly.
    

    

    
      Like a patient hunter, he observed quietly.
    

    

    
      What he didn’t know was that his every move had already been clearly displayed on a tablet screen, dozens of kilometers away in the abandoned factory, through one of those pinhole cameras.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “So, a rat has come after all.”
    

    

    
      Seated before her surveillance computer in the suburban factory, Sun Na watched the courier-dressed Zhang Jie loitering near her rented apartment, a cold smile curling on her lips.
    

    

    
      Once or twice could be coincidence. But three days in a row—each time at different hours, and always stealing glances toward her window—this was far from normal.
    

    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    

    
      This man was agile and highly observant, always managing to avoid the public cameras on main streets.
    

    

    
      If not for her own hidden cameras, she never would have discovered his presence.
    

    

    
      An ordinary person wouldn’t have such counter-surveillance instincts.
    

    

    
      He had to be a “player” too!
    

    

    
      Was he a probing teammate—
    

    

    
      —or a hunting enemy?
    

    

    
      Sun Na licked her lips, excitement and danger flickering in her eyes.
    

    

    
      She hated waiting passively. Since the prey had appeared, she would be the one to start the hunt!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Late that night, Zhang Jie once again arrived at the familiar old neighborhood.
    

    

    
      Over the past few days, he had used his courier job as cover to repeatedly confirm Sun Na’s address and the surrounding environment.
    

    

    
      He had discovered that Sun Na hadn’t returned home for several days.
    

    

    
      So, tonight, he decided to sneak into her room to see if he could find any clues about the “Game of Gods.”
    

    

    
      Lowering his cap brim, Zhang Jie deftly avoided several likely surveillance spots and slipped into the pitch-black stairwell of the residential building.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to step onto the stairs to the third floor, a strong sense of danger suddenly surged up from his gut!
    

    

    
      Years of athletic training had honed his instincts—he instantly abandoned the idea of going upstairs. His body jerked backward, feet kicking off the ground, and he shot out of the stairwell like a blur!
    

    

    
      Almost simultaneously, a scorching line of fire hissed like a serpent’s tongue from around the third-floor corner, narrowly grazing where he had just been, scorching the concrete wall black!
    

    

    
      “Quick reflexes, little mouse.”
    

    

    
      A mocking female voice drifted down from above.
    

    

    
      Dressed in tight black leather, Sun Na slowly descended the stairs, a flickering orange-red flame dancing wickedly at her fingertips.
    

    

    
      He’d been discovered!
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s heart tightened, but he didn’t panic. Instead, he sneered. “Right back at you. I thought you’d be too scared to come home, little mouse.”
    

    

    
      “Still got a sharp tongue.”
    

    

    
      Sun Na’s eyes turned cold. Without another word, she raised her hand—a blazing whip of fire lashed out toward Zhang Jie, the air itself warping under the heat.
    

    

    
      With a light tap of his toe, Zhang Jie’s body floated back like a weightless feather, easily evading the fiery strike.
    

    

    
      “That all you got?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie taunted, trying to anger her and look for an opening.
    

    

    
      “Then try this!”
    

    

    
      Sun Na let out a cold snort and thrust both hands forward. Dozens of fist-sized fireballs instantly condensed before her, streaking toward Zhang Jie like a dense meteor shower!
    

    

    
      Faced with the all-encompassing attack, Zhang Jie’s eyes grew serious.
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath and stomped hard on the ground, launching himself skyward like a cannonball, weaving at high speed through the gaps between the fireballs.
    

    

    
      Wind gathered around him, forming invisible shields that deflected the blazing spheres as they passed.
    

    

    
      “Boom! Boom! Boom!”
    

    

    
      The fireballs struck the ground and walls in a series of deafening explosions. Debris and sparks flew everywhere, leaving the entire street in ruins.
    

    

    
      “Impressive speed.”
    

    

    
      Watching Zhang Jie land unharmed atop a streetlight amid the chaos, a flicker of surprise crossed Sun Na’s eyes.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t expected this seemingly sneaky man to be a speed-type ability user.
    

    

    
      “Your fire’s not bad either.”
    

    

    
      Standing on the streetlight, Zhang Jie looked down at her, a hint of pride in his tone.
    

    

    
      Neither of them moved again. Instead, they observed one another cautiously, each evaluating the other’s strength.
    

    

    
      They both sensed it—the aura of the extraordinary, the power that set them apart from ordinary humans.
    

    

    
      “Who are you? Why were you watching me?” Sun Na demanded first.
    

    

    
      “I just wanted to chat about the ‘Game of Gods.’”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie shrugged. “You were so flashy on your stream—I figured you were the sharing type.”
    

    

    
      “Game of Gods…”
    

    

    
      Sun Na’s eyes flickered slightly.
    

    

    
      He had said the game’s name outright—his identity was genuine.
    

    

    
      But it was still unclear whether he was friend or foe.
    

    

    
      “So, are you ‘Radiance’ or ‘Shadow’?” Sun Na asked cautiously.
    

    

    
      That question was the ultimate test between players.
    

    

    
      If both belonged to the 【Shadow】 faction, they would sense it upon close contact—no need for words.
    

    

    
      Yet now, there was no such reaction between them.
    

    

    
      That meant they couldn’t both be 【Shadow】.
    

    

    
      Which left two possibilities:
    

    

    
      One, they were both 【Radiance】.
    

    

    
      Two, one was 【Radiance】 and the other 【Shadow】.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie stayed silent.
    

    

    
      Seeing his silence, Sun Na already had her answer.
    

    

    
      He, like her, dared not expose his faction.
    

    

    
      Which likely meant—they were both 【Radiance】.
    

    

    
      Because a true 【Shadow】 player would have already sensed her as an enemy and struck to kill.
    

    

    
      They wouldn’t waste time standing here, talking in circles.
    

    

    
      “Looks like our chat’s over.”
    

    

    
      Sun Na gave a cold laugh, deciding to test him once more.
    

    

    
      She pressed her palms together, a basketball-sized fireball of compressed heat forming rapidly in her hands.
    

    

    
      “If you won’t talk, I’ll beat it out of you!”
    

    

    
      But just as she was about to hurl the fireball—hot enough to melt a car—a drunken voice suddenly rang out from the alley entrance.
    

    

    
      “Wha… what the hell… are you guys… filming a movie?”
    

    

    
      Both froze and snapped their heads toward the sound.
    

    

    
      A tipsy office worker in a suit, tie askew, stood a few meters away, face flushed, phone raised—its flash still on.
    

    

    
      He seemed to have wandered off-course while drunk, stumbling right into this godly battle.
    

    

    
      His alcohol-numbed brain made him assume this was some kind of special-effects shoot, and he eagerly began recording.
    

    

    
      They’d been seen by a normal person!
    

    

    
      Sun Na and Zhang Jie’s faces changed simultaneously.
    

    

    
      They reacted almost at the same moment.
    

    

    
      “Retreat!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie barked, his figure vanishing from the streetlight.
    

    

    
      Sun Na didn’t hesitate either—she extinguished the fireball and slipped into the darkness nearby.
    

    

    
      The drunk office worker stood frozen in place, staring at the short clip on his phone—a clip barely ten seconds long, yet enough to shatter his decades-long materialist worldview.
    

    

    
      In the video, a woman floated with dozens of fireballs orbiting her, while a man stood atop a streetlight ten meters high.
    

    

    
      “H-holy… crap… these effects… look so real…”
    

    

    
      He hiccuped, then, hands trembling, posted the video online with a title.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      An hour later, in the abandoned factory on the outskirts.
    

    

    
      Sun Na and Zhang Jie stood about five meters apart, watching each other warily.
    

    

    
      Sun Na crossed her arms and broke the silence first. “Now we can talk. My patience is limited.”
    

    

    
      “Talk about what? How we’re probably two of the eight unlucky ones?” Zhang Jie said wryly.
    

    

    
      “The eight unlucky ones”—of course—meant the players of the 【Radiance】 faction.
    

    

    
      Sun Na didn’t refute it, which meant she agreed.
    

    

    
      “My name’s Sun Na, 【Arsonist】.” She chose to reveal her identity first, as a gesture of “sincerity.”
    

    

    
      “Zhang Jie, 【Windrunner】.” Zhang Jie reported his as well.
    

    

    
      Silence fell again.
    

    

    
      In this brutal game of werewolf, two “villagers” who had never met had finally crossed paths.
    

    

    
      “Work together?” Zhang Jie asked bluntly.
    

    

    
      “Work together?”
    

    

    
      Sun Na scoffed. “Why should I trust you? How do I know you’re not 【Shadow】 pretending to be on my side?”
    

    

    
      “And why should I trust you?” Zhang Jie shot back.
    

    

    
      “Simple.”
    

    

    
      A glint flashed in Sun Na’s eyes. “Because right now, we’ve got a common problem, don’t we?”
    

    

    
      She pulled out her phone, showing him the video now spreading like wildfire across the internet.
    

    

    
      The title read: 【Midnight Terror! Flame Woman and Flying Hero Spotted on Jiang City Streets! Real Photos, No Photoshop!】
    

    

    
      Below it, the comments and shares were skyrocketing at a terrifying pace.
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      Longxi Republic, National Cybersecurity Monitoring Center, Jiang City Division.
    

    

    
      At three in the morning, only the sound of keyboards clacking and the low hum of servers echoed through the massive data monitoring hall.
    

    

    
      Auditor Xiao Wang rubbed his sore eyes, yawned, and mechanically processed the thousands of flagged videos the system backend had pushed to him.
    

    

    
      Pornography, violence, gambling… he had long grown numb to such content—he could click “Delete and Ban” accurately even with his eyes closed.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a video labeled by the AI system as “Highly Suspected of Illegal Special Effects/Fraudulent Advertising” was pushed to the top of his review list.
    

    

    
      “Another game company pulling some marketing stunt…”
    

    

    
      Xiao Wang muttered as he habitually moved his mouse toward the “Delete” button.
    

    

    
      But the flames on the video’s cover—and that shadowy figure standing atop a streetlamp—made him inexplicably stop his action.
    

    

    
      As a seasoned auditor, he had seen too many cheap special effects and clumsy CGs, yet the texture of the flames in this clip looked far too real.
    

    

    
      He clicked “Play.”
    

    

    
      The video lasted only a dozen seconds, the footage shaking violently from the drunken hands of the cameraman—but the core scene made his scalp tingle.
    

    

    
      A woman floated dozens of blazing fireballs between her hands. Opposite her stood a man, like a hero from legend, lightly balanced atop a streetlamp more than ten meters high, his coat fluttering wildly in the night wind.
    

    

    
      Xiao Wang’s heart skipped a beat.
    

    

    
      He immediately opened the frame-by-frame analysis tool.
    

    

    
      Zoom in—then zoom in again.
    

    

    
      He discovered that the flames had no point of ignition—they appeared from thin air—and the reflections and shadows they cast upon the surroundings were flawlessly consistent, nothing like post-production effects.
    

    

    
      The strangest part was that the car’s rearview mirror in the background clearly reflected the same scene—angle, lighting, and movement perfectly matched—without a single trace of compositing!
    

    

    
      “This… this is impossible…”
    

    

    
      Xiao Wang gasped sharply, a fine layer of sweat forming on his forehead.
    

    

    
      With trembling hands, he rewound the video and froze the frame on the man standing atop the streetlamp.
    

    

    
      Though blurry, he could see the lamp’s casing slightly dented beneath the man’s feet!
    

    

    
      That wasn’t something created by wires—it was real weight pressing down!
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the video’s comment section had already exploded.
    

    

    
      “I declare, the 2077 blockbuster has been released early!”
    

    

    
      “Fake! Look at that shaky camera—it’s hiding the CGI flaws, obviously.”
    

    

    
      “Bullshit! Look at the debris flying from the explosions and the burn marks on the wall—if that’s CGI, the budget must’ve been astronomical!”
    

    

    
      “The main point’s that guy on the streetlamp! Is he on a wire? I don’t see any cables!”
    

    

    
      “Holy crap! I ran it through pro software—no cuts, no compositing traces! That means this is raw footage!”
    

    

    
      At first, most comments were just jokes, but as more technical analyses appeared, the tone of the entire thread began to shift.
    

    

    
      The teasing and doubt gave way to an uneasy mix of excitement and fear.
    

    

    
      “Raw footage? You mean… it’s real?”
    

    

    
      “Fire Queen and Flying Man? Is Jiang City about to have superheroes?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t tell me it’s aliens… I’m scared now…”
    

    

    
      “Send the location! I’m going there to witness history!”
    

    

    
      Xiao Wang stared at the scrolling flood of comments, his scalp prickling.
    

    

    
      Something in this world had gone wrong!
    

    

    
      A strong sense of duty drove him to grab the internal phone and dial his superior. “Director, I found a video…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang City Public Security Bureau, “815 Task Force” conference room.
    

    

    
      The atmosphere was even heavier than last night—almost frozen.
    

    

    
      Everyone’s eyes were locked on the screen, where the slowed-down footage played frame by frame.
    

    

    
      The flight path of each fireball, the explosion details on the walls, and the man’s gravity-defying stance atop the streetlamp were all clearly visible.
    

    

    
      The image was grainy and full of noise, but its content made every officer’s skin crawl.
    

    

    
      A woman surrounded by floating fireballs—like a fire goddess from myth.
    

    

    
      Opposite her, a shadowy figure stood tall atop the streetlamp, posture straight as a pine.
    

    

    
      “Have we traced the video’s source?” Chen Mo asked hoarsely.
    

    

    
      “Yes,”
    

    

    
      Technician Xiao Wang adjusted his glasses, face pale. “Uploader’s name is Li Wen, an ordinary office worker. He was drunk last night and accidentally recorded the scene.”
    

    

    
      “And the tech department’s conclusion?”
    

    

    
      Xiao Wang took a deep breath and opened another file. “They analyzed every frame. All known methods—CG compositing, AR effects, holographic projection—have been ruled out.”
    

    

    
      “Also, the video’s location perfectly matches the fire alarm we received from Deshengli Third Alley in the eastern district.”
    

    

    
      “Our field agents found signs of high-temperature burns on the walls and ground. Analysis showed combustion temperatures exceeding 1,500 degrees Celsius—but no accelerants or explosive residues were found.”
    

    

    
      Each new clue on the screen struck a heavy blow to the investigators’ understanding of reality.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo turned his gaze to the photos from the Deshengli alley site.
    

    

    
      The walls and pavement were pitted with blast craters, their edges melted into strange, glassy ripples—like they’d been seared by high-energy weapons.
    

    

    
      Everything matched the video perfectly.
    

    

    
      “Unexplained force… fire manipulation… inhuman speed…”
    

    

    
      “Captain…”
    

    

    
      Xiao Li’s face turned pale, his voice trembling. “Could it be that there really are…”
    

    

    
      He didn’t dare finish the word.
    

    

    
      “Nonsense!”
    

    

    
      The deputy bureau chief slammed the table, though his tone betrayed unease behind the show of authority.
    

    

    
      “This must be some new high-tech crime method!”
    

    

    
      “Maybe military-grade directed energy weapons—or… high-power laser projections!”
    

    

    
      “We’re police! We deal in science!”
    

    

    
      No one replied.
    

    

    
      They all knew how hollow those words sounded.
    

    

    
      After a long silence, Chen Mo finally spoke.
    

    

    
      “From now on, the task force will expand its scope.”
    

    

    
      “First, locate the video uploader immediately and bring him in. I want to know exactly what he saw—and what he’s hiding.”
    

    

    
      “Second, merge the Zheng Wei case with this ‘Fire Flying Man’ case. Treat Zheng Wei and the two individuals in the video as ‘extremely dangerous persons.’”
    

    

    
      “Third, notify every precinct and patrol in the city: any unexplained anomaly—no matter how absurd—must be reported to the task force immediately.”
    

    

    
      His eyes swept across the room, his words landing like hammers. “Everyone, brace yourselves. We may be facing an unprecedented challenge.”
    

    

    
      “Our worldview… may need an update.”
    

    

    
      “In this world, there may truly exist… beings with powers beyond our understanding.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s voice echoed in the silent room, each word weighted like stone.
    

    

    
      The room was stunned.
    

    

    
      “Captain Chen, that’s too far-fetched!”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, superpowers? This isn’t a movie!”
    

    

    
      “I still think it’s some kind of tech crime—maybe powered exoskeletons or new portable energy weapons.”
    

    

    
      The room buzzed with disbelief and protest.
    

    

    
      They were police—firm materialists—trained to explain crime through science and logic.
    

    

    
      Now their captain was asking them to believe in “superpowers.” It was like asking them to abandon everything they’d built their careers upon.
    

    

    
      “Enough! Quiet!”
    

    

    
      The deputy chief slammed the table again, glaring around the room.
    

    

    
      He turned to Chen Mo. “Chen Mo, is this your final assessment?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo met his gaze firmly. “I request that this matter be reported immediately to the provincial department—or even higher. This is beyond our bureau’s capacity to handle.”
    

    

    
      The deputy chief stared at him for a full minute before replying slowly, “You may submit the report—but word it carefully.”
    

    

    
      “Until higher authorities respond, the official narrative remains: ‘a new type of high-tech criminal organization.’”
    

    

    
      “Internally, I’m authorizing your task force to expand operations. You may access all city surveillance and technical resources.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t care if they’re superhumans or ghosts. My only demand—find them!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!” Chen Mo stood upright and saluted.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After the police withdrew the barricade from Deshengli Third Alley, night once again shrouded the ravaged battleground.
    

    

    
      A graceful figure silently appeared at the alley’s entrance.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan adjusted her gold-rimmed glasses and observed the scene from the shadows.
    

    

    
      Wreckage everywhere, charred walls, cracked pavement—her eyes gleamed with analytic light.
    

    

    
      Flames…
    

    

    
      Explosions…
    

    

    
      And traces of high-speed movement…
    

    

    
      It seemed the woman named Sun Na had fought another unknown player here.
    

    

    
      Just as she was about to step deeper into the alley for a closer look, a strange sensation rippled through her heart.
    

    

    
      Her eyes narrowed, body melting into the deeper shadows as her sharp gaze swept toward the other end of the alley.
    

    

    
      A chubby, balding man in a greasy suit was climbing out of an old Santana, sweat dripping down his face.
    

    

    
      He toyed with a walnut string in his hands, his oily smile forced and nervous, his small eyes darting about.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man also sensed the presence of someone from the same faction. 
    

    

    
      Spotting Lin Lan at the alley’s mouth, he immediately bent slightly and grinned obsequiously. “Morning, friend.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s gaze passed over him to the darkness behind.
    

    

    
      Someone else was there.
    

    

    
      A young man in an ordinary jacket, plain-faced—someone who would disappear completely in a crowd.
    

    

    
      Yet Lin Lan’s pupils constricted slightly.
    

    

    
      Because she could feel it—that same aura of the 【Shadow】 faction emanating from him.
    

    

    
      Three people!
    

    

    
      Out of the four members of 【Shadow】, three had gathered here at once, drawn by the same event!
    

    

    
      Lin Lan felt as though unseen hands were pulling strings behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      The ordinary-looking man also noticed her. He pushed up his glasses, gave a gentle, harmless smile, and approached.
    

    

    
      “Looks like we had the same thought.”
    

    

    
      The first offline meeting of the 【Shadow】 faction quietly began in the desolate alley before dawn.
    

    

    
      “And you two are?” Lin Lan spoke first, her tone cold and probing.
    

    

    
      “Wang Defa, small business owner,” Wang Defa said, rubbing his hands with a fawning smile. “Identity: 【Curse Master】.”
    

    

    
      “Call me A-Xiang,” said Chen Xiang with a mild smile. “Just an ordinary insurance salesman. Identity: 【Impersonator】.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, his facial muscles twisted—instantly transforming into Wang Defa’s likeness, down to the greasy grin.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa jumped in fright, instinctively stepping back.
    

    

    
      “No need to panic, just showing you my ability.” Chen Xiang reverted to his plain face.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan watched without reaction, merely stating calmly, “Lin Lan, 【Shadow Controller】.”
    

    

    
      After the brief exchange, an uneasy silence fell between them.
    

    

    
      Eventually, Lin Lan broke it, her commanding aura pressing down on the other two.
    

    

    
      “Since we’re all ‘one of our own,’ why don’t we find a place to talk properly?”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang adjusted his glasses, smiling stiffly. “Miss Lin is right.”
    

    

    
      “I’ve got no objection,” Wang Defa said nervously, glancing between them.
    

    

    
      One woman whose aura made him avert his eyes, another man whose smile hid unknown schemes—he felt like a husky lost among wolves.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan gave them a calm glance. “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      She turned and walked toward a black Bentley parked at the corner.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang and Wang Defa exchanged wary looks, then obediently followed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, inside a private club atop a skyscraper in the city center.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan sat gracefully at the head of the table and poured herself a glass of red wine.
    

    

    
      “Now, let’s exchange the intel we have.”
    

    

    
      She swirled her glass, going straight to the point. “I’ll begin.”
    

    

    
      “A few days ago, there was a violent brawl involving a man named Zheng Wei. Based on collected intelligence and analysis, I strongly suspect he’s a player—his ability likely related to strength.”
    

    

    
      “He’s currently wanted by the police and remains at large.”
    

    

    
      “As for the two who fought last night—one was named Sun Na, her ability should involve fire. The other is unidentified, likely possessing speed-type abilities.”
    

    

    
      “These three’s factions remain unknown…”
    

    

    
      Although Lin Lan didn’t know Zhang Jie’s identity, Sophie’s report last night allowed her to infer all this accurately.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa immediately interjected, “Those two who fought yesterday must be from 【Radiance】!”
    

    

    
      “Otherwise, why make such a big scene? Idiots!”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang stayed silent, merely adjusting his glasses as if thinking deeply.
    

    

    
      “Now that three of us from 【Shadow】 are gathered, we hold a major advantage.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s voice carried unquestionable authority as she naturally assumed command. “My suggestion—let’s consolidate our power, locate our final teammate, and then plan to eliminate 【Radiance】 one by one.”
    

    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang quickly nodded. “Intelligence is the key now. We don’t know who’s in 【Radiance】 or where they are.”
    

    

    
      “If those three are indeed from 【Radiance】, Zheng Wei and Sun Na are already exposed, and finding the ‘Flying Man’s’ identity is only a matter of time—but there are still five hiding in the dark.”
    

    

    
      He paused, then added, “Oh, right—regarding intel, I may have found something new.”
    

    

    
      “Oh?” Lin Lan’s eyes shifted to him.
    

    

    
      “I came across someone on a niche history forum—someone who might be a player.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang’s lips curved into a mysterious smile. “She seems to have an extraordinary understanding of ‘Game of Gods’—even mentioned metaphors involving ‘history’ and ‘mythology’ that aren’t in our known rules.”
    

    

    
      “She’s cautious—I haven’t fully confirmed her identity yet—but I believe she’ll be a very crucial figure.”
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      Jiang City University, Building Seven, Dorm 404.
    

    

    
      The afternoon sunlight streamed through the window, filling the air with the scent of shampoo and snacks.
    

    

    
      “Wow! Look at this! The ultra-HD remastered version of Flame Empress and Sky-Man just dropped!”
    

    

    
      A girl in pink pajamas waved her phone excitedly. The other two roommates immediately crowded around.
    

    

    
      On the phone screen was that “Battle of Flame and Wind” video that had been spreading online for two days.
    

    

    
      Thanks to a tech wizard’s restoration, the once blurry footage had become much clearer. The manic expression on Sun Na’s face and Zhang Jie’s upright figure standing atop the streetlamp were vividly visible.
    

    

    
      “These effects are insane! The flame particle effects, the shockwave from the explosion—it’s basically Hollywood level!”
    

    

    
      “What effects? I’m telling you, this is real!”
    

    

    
      Another girl wearing glasses retorted, “Haven’t you read the analysis posts online? There are zero signs of CG compositing!”
    

    

    
      “Oh, please, Li Meng. Don’t you know people weren’t allowed to turn into spirits after the founding of the nation?”
    

    

    
      The pink-pajama girl pursed her lips. “If you ask me, it’s the latest holographic projection tech. Didn’t the authorities issue a statement refuting it? Said it’s just viral marketing from some game company.”
    

    

    
      “You actually believe official statements? They also said housing prices wouldn’t drop!”
    

    

    
      Li Meng snorted. “I don’t care. I’m siding with superpowers! So cool! If I had that kind of ability, would I even worry about final exams?”
    

    

    
      The three girls in the dorm kept chattering and arguing, and soon their topic drifted from whether superpowers were real to what they would do if they had them.
    

    

    
      None of them noticed that on the upper bunk, behind the drawn curtain, Chen Jingjing silently clenched her phone in the dark.
    

    

    
      The dim glow of the screen illuminated her delicate yet pale face—filled with an anxiety and unease far beyond her age.
    

    

    
      On the screen was her chat history with an online friend named “Ferryman.”
    

    

    
      And in her mind, that cold “Game of Gods” interface made the heated discussion below about “real or fake” seem utterly laughable.
    

    

    
      They were talking about movie effects, while she was truly trapped inside a deadly game of slaughter.
    

    

    
      She closed her eyes and reviewed the messages in her mind once more.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Chen Jingjing】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Guardian】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【The strongest shield exists to protect the most precious one】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      She still couldn’t believe the messages appearing in her mind. Every night before she slept, she wished it were all an illusion—that everything would return to normal when she woke up.
    

    

    
      This so-called “divine blessing,” a gift of transcendence to others, felt to her—timid and cautious as she was—more like a terrifying curse.
    

    

    
      A few days ago, when she saw Sun Na’s livestream, she realized that another “player” like her had appeared.
    

    

    
      As a history major, she was used to digging through old texts for answers.
    

    

    
      So, she anonymously posted on a niche forum called “Anomalies in History and Mythology,” trying to analyze the symbolic meaning of Sun Na’s flames from the perspective of ancient mythology and alchemical semiotics.
    

    

    
      Her intent had been to see if any others could understand her cryptic hints. 
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, someone with the username “Ferryman” soon messaged her privately.
    

    

    
      That “Ferryman” was Chen Xiang.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang not only matched her information about the Game of Gods but also discussed with her the projection of the “Kabbalistic Tree of Life” and “Tarot Major Arcana” within the game’s identities.
    

    

    
      He cited references eloquently, speaking with the air of one who had “already seen through everything.”
    

    

    
      Chen Jingjing, a naïve college girl with little life experience, was no match for a smooth-tongued veteran like Chen Xiang.
    

    

    
      After several exchanges, she had almost completely come to believe that this “Ferryman” was indeed a senior player of the same 【Radiance】 faction—an experienced mentor.
    

    

    
      He told Chen Jingjing that although the 【Radiance】 faction had many members, they were like scattered sparks in the night and must quickly unite to stand against the wolves lurking in the shadows.
    

    

    
      He even hinted that Sun Na and that “Sky-Man” were likely the teammates they needed to rally.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang’s gentle words were like a soft web, firmly ensnaring the frightened and anxious Chen Jingjing.
    

    

    
      【Ferryman】: “Jingjing, you’re still too naïve. This game is far crueler than you imagine.”
    

    

    
      “Those players of the 【Shadow】 faction are villains who’ll stop at nothing to win.”
    

    

    
      “You’re a girl—you must learn to protect yourself.”
    

    

    
      【Still Waters Run Deep】 (Chen Jingjing’s ID): “Mm, I understand. Thank you, Brother Ferryman.”
    

    

    
      【Ferryman】: “No need for thanks.”
    

    

    
      “We’re teammates—we should help each other.”
    

    

    
      “To better plan our next steps, I need to understand every teammate’s ability.”
    

    

    
      “Can you tell me your identity and power?”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry—it’s just for me to coordinate and protect everyone.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that message, Chen Jingjing hesitated.
    

    

    
      Her innate caution told her not to reveal her cards so easily to someone she’d only spoken with online for a few days.
    

    

    
      But the “reliable senior” image Chen Xiang had built—and her deep loneliness and fear—made her yearn for trust and protection.
    

    

    
      In the end, under Chen Xiang’s repeated persuasion for “the team” and “victory,” she gave in.
    

    

    
      【Still Waters Run Deep】: “My identity is…【Guardian】.”
    

    

    
      【Ferryman】: “Guardian? Sounds powerful. What’s your ability?”
    

    

    
      【Still Waters Run Deep】: “I can… designate someone, making them immune to all damage for a certain period of time.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside a private club.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang set down his phone, a scheming smile spreading across his face.
    

    

    
      He projected his chat with Chen Jingjing onto the screen, highlighting the part about the 【Guardian】 ability in a red box.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, this is my little accomplishment over the past two days.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang pushed up his glasses, his tone filled with smugness. “A 【Radiance】 player—a college girl with no real-world experience—has basically been won over by me.”
    

    

    
      “The key thing is her ability—【Guardian】—which allows a person to be immune to all damage for a period of time.”
    

    

    
      Immune to all damage?
    

    

    
      Wang Defa, who had been idly fiddling with his walnuts, suddenly froze, greed flashing in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Immune to all damage?! Damn! That’s invincibility!”
    

    

    
      If that 【Guardian】 cast her ability on him, he could dominate the entire game—no one could kill him!
    

    

    
      “Calm down.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s cold voice poured over him like ice water. “There’s no such thing as absolute invincibility in this game. This ability must have severe limitations.”
    

    

    
      “For example—cooldown time, or effective range.”
    

    

    
      “Ms. Lin is right.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang nodded. “From what I’ve probed, her ability’s cooldown is twice its duration. It only works on one person and cannot be ended or changed mid-duration.”
    

    

    
      “For specifics, I’ll have to meet her offline.”
    

    

    
      “But although she trusts me as a teammate, she’s refused to meet in person.”
    

    

    
      “A cowardly but powerful support?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s fingertip traced the rim of her wine glass, her eyes assessing its value like she was appraising a commodity.
    

    

    
      “This ability… is very interesting.”
    

    

    
      Her mind raced.
    

    

    
      A support who could provide “absolute defense” held more strategic value than even a strong attacker.
    

    

    
      In a crucial battle, granting an ally invulnerability could instantly turn the tide.
    

    

    
      Or, when surrounded, that same ability could serve as a lifeline to escape death.
    

    

    
      If this 【Guardian】 could be controlled by the 【Shadow】 faction…
    

    

    
      “This Chen Jingjing girl—since you’ve already stabilized her—keep up the contact.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan looked at Chen Xiang and issued her order. “Find a way to lure her out and gain control of her. If necessary, use… special means.”
    

    

    
      “Special means?” Wang Defa rubbed his hands, a lewd smile creeping across his face.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan shot him a look of disgust. Her voice turned frigid. “I mean, if she doesn’t cooperate, break her limbs. Make her lose mobility and turn her into a tool that only exists to ‘protect’ us.”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa’s grin froze. A chill ran down his spine.
    

    

    
      This woman was ruthless!
    

    

    
      “That might not work.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang shook his head, analyzing calmly. “Her ability can be cast on herself. Don’t be fooled by her trust—she’s still wary.”
    

    

    
      “If I use force, she’ll realize I’m deceiving her.”
    

    

    
      “And if she casts the ability on herself, we won’t be able to touch her. Worse, she might leak our information to the 【Radiance】 faction, and we’d be exposed.”
    

    

    
      “So what, then?” Lin Lan asked impatiently.
    

    

    
      “My suggestion is—don’t act for now.”
    

    

    
      Schemes flickered in Chen Xiang’s eyes. “Let me continue keeping her under control. We can treat her as our planted pawn within the 【Radiance】 faction—a source of intel.”
    

    

    
      “Through her, we can track their movements, even feed false information when needed.”
    

    

    
      “She’ll think she’s helping her allies—but in truth, she’ll be leading them straight into our trap.”
    

    

    
      “When the time comes, after she’s outlived her usefulness, we’ll…”
    

    

    
      He made a slicing motion across his neck, smiling gently yet cruelly.
    

    

    
      “…wipe her out—along with the teammates she ‘protected.’”
    

    

    
      After hearing his plan, a glint of approval flashed in Lin Lan’s eyes.
    

    

    
      This man might lack strength, but his mind was razor-sharp.
    

    

    
      Sinister, deceitful, vile.
    

    

    
      Exactly the kind of person the 【Shadow】 faction needed.
    

    

    
      “Very good.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan nodded, acknowledging his plan. “You’ll be fully in charge of this. I want progress reports at all times.”
    

    

    
      “As for you,”
    

    

    
      Her gaze shifted to Wang Defa. “Your job is to use your ‘business connections’ to find the whereabouts of that man, Zheng Wei.”
    

    

    
      “He’s traveling with a terminally ill daughter—he can’t have gone far.”
    

    

    
      “When you find him, don’t alert him. Just send me his location.”
    

    

    
      “Y-yes, Ms. Lin,” Wang Defa stammered, suffocated by her aura, bowing repeatedly.
    

    

    
      “Well then,”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan rose, looking down at the two of them. “First collaboration—let’s hope it’s a pleasant one.”
    

    

    
      With that, she turned and disappeared through the door.
    

    

    
      Only Chen Xiang and Wang Defa remained in the club.
    

    

    
      “Damn, that woman’s presence is terrifying…” Wang Defa muttered, wiping cold sweat from his forehead.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang adjusted his glasses, watching the direction Lin Lan had left. A faint gleam flickered in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    

    
      “She’s truly… a terrifying woman.”
    

    

    
      Yet what he was really thinking was—how exquisite it would be to deceive and conquer such a smart, powerful, and cold woman.
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      Chapter 10: Watching from the Shadows
    

    

    
      Jiang City Public Security Bureau, “Task Force 815” temporary office.
    

    

    
      A stack of new reports lay in front of Captain Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “Captain, these are the anomaly reports we’ve compiled during this period.”
    

    

    
      A police officer in charge of technical analysis pointed at several video clips displayed on the large screen and said in a grave tone, “In different parts of the city—especially the old district with dense buildings—multiple surveillance and dashcam recordings have captured some unexplainable scenes.”
    

    

    
      On the screen, the first video began to play.
    

    

    
      It was footage from a bus’s dashcam; the bus was waiting at a red light at an intersection.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a blur of shadow streaked past the side of the bus, crossing the entire intersection at a speed that was almost teleportation.
    

    

    
      “We’ve analyzed the frames one by one. That shadow crossed over thirty meters within 0.2 seconds—its speed converts to more than five hundred kilometers per hour!”
    

    

    
      “That surpasses any terrestrial creature on Earth and even exceeds the top speed of most sports cars.”
    

    

    
      The second video came from external surveillance of an office building.
    

    

    
      In the footage, a human figure leaped from one building to another—the gap between them was more than ten meters wide.
    

    

    
      The third video was the eeriest of all. It came from a camera beneath an overpass: a black shadow jumped down from the bridge, slowed dramatically when still more than ten meters from the ground, then floated down like a leaf before vanishing into a blur outside the frame.
    

    

    
      “We’ve ruled out possibilities such as video tampering, drones, and birds.”
    

    

    
      The technician adjusted his glasses and concluded, “All clues point to one conclusion—someone, or several people, with super-speed abilities have appeared on the streets of Jiang City… superhumans.”
    

    

    
      “What about that streamer? Have you found Sun Na?”
    

    

    
      “All available security forces have been mobilized to search, but it’s as if she vanished into thin air. Her phone’s off, her social accounts are silent—we’re tracing her last movements through the SkyNet system.”
    

    

    
      “What about the internet? How are netizens reacting?”
    

    

    
      “It’s already been reported up the chain. The online platforms are cooperating fully to delete posts, ban accounts, and limit traffic.”
    

    

    
      A cyber-monitoring officer gave a wry smile. “But the videos are spreading too fast. We suppress one batch, and new ones keep popping up. There’s all kinds of talk online right now…”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he cast his laptop screen onto the projector.
    

    

    
      The projection showed screenshots from comment sections across the country’s largest social media platforms.
    

    

    
      The discussions were in full swing.
    

    

    
      “Publicity stunt! Definitely a publicity stunt! Waiting for the police report!”
    

    

    
      “Wake up, upstairs! This is obviously a supernatural event!”
    

    

    
      “Fellow cultivators, stop hiding! I feel the spiritual energy recovering—I’m heading to Kunlun Mountain to claim my peak first!”
    

    

    
      “+1 upstairs! Selling my family’s ancestral cultivation manual, Three Years to Foundation, Five to Golden Core! Not nine hundred ninety-eight, only nine point eight!”
    

    

    
      “Nonsense! This is clearly an awakening of powers! I can feel the primordial energy inside me stirring too!”
    

    

    
      Though most people were joking and turning it into a bizarre topic of amusement, Chen Mo knew—when an incomprehensible “truth” was exposed to the public, after the initial frenzy, what inevitably followed was panic and the collapse of order.
    

    

    
      “We must find Sun Na before this gets completely out of control—and figure out what’s really going on!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo slammed his palm onto the table. “At all costs!”
    

    

    
      “I strongly disagree!”
    

    

    
      The Deputy Bureau Chief threw a document onto the desk, his face dark. “An A-level wanted order? Ridiculous!”
    

    

    
      “Their actions have already constituted a serious threat to public safety!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood, arguing firmly. “Whether it’s that streamer named Sun Na, or the unidentified ‘Flying Man,’ the destructive power they’ve displayed is far beyond the scope of any ordinary criminal case!”
    

    

    
      “That’s all based on a few questionable videos!”
    

    

    
      The Deputy Bureau Chief was unyielding. “The higher-ups have approved this case as a ‘new type of high-tech crime.’ Until we obtain solid evidence, no more resources will be allocated—certainly not a top-level wanted order based on internet clips!”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t what we already have enough?!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo pointed to the screen—side by side were Sun Na’s livestream footage, the blurred surveillance images of Zhang Jie leaping between buildings, and photos of the scene at Deshengli Third Alley that looked as if it had been bombed.
    

    

    
      “One can control fire out of thin air, another scales walls like an acrobat! If these don’t count as solid evidence, then what does?!”
    

    

    
      “Chen Mo!”
    

    

    
      The Deputy Bureau Chief’s voice rose sharply. “Watch your tone!”
    

    

    
      “I’ll say this once more—we are police officers. We believe in science!”
    

    

    
      “Until you find the ‘high-tech devices’ they used, everything remains speculation!”
    

    

    
      “You can continue internal surveillance and investigation, but there will be no public wanted order!”
    

    

    
      “That would cause public panic. You can’t bear that responsibility—neither can I!”
    

    

    
      Staring at the Deputy Bureau Chief’s unyielding expression, a deep sense of helplessness welled up inside Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      He knew that unless he could capture a living “superhuman” and place them in front of everyone, his theory of “the extraordinary descending upon the world” would always sound like fantasy.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo took a deep breath and rasped, “Understood, Chief.”
    

    

    
      “I request authorization to issue a wanted order for the identified suspect, Sun Na, under charges of ‘endangering public safety’; and a citywide bulletin seeking information on the unidentified male suspect.”
    

    

    
      “Additionally, I request permission to monitor and filter all online information citywide related to ‘supernatural,’ ‘paranormal,’ or ‘divine phenomena,’ with top priority.”
    

    

    
      The Deputy Bureau Chief was silent for a moment, then finally nodded. “Approved. But remember—keep it quiet.”
    

    

    
      After leaving the Deputy Bureau Chief’s office, Chen Mo stood alone by the window, gazing at the bustling city below. He felt like he was watching a storm approach in slow motion—utterly powerless to stop it.
    

    

    
      He knew that with the limited resources of the task force, trying to find these “immortals” in such a vast city was like searching for a needle in the ocean.
    

    

    
      But he had no choice.
    

    

    
      “No matter if you’re human or ghost…”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo lit a cigarette, his gaze steely. “I’ll drag you out from the shadows.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Night deepened over an old apartment building in Jiang City.
    

    

    
      Li Ming phased through the wall like a ghost and returned to his ten-square-meter rental room.
    

    

    
      In recent days, he had become completely addicted to the joy that “invisibility” brought.
    

    

    
      On the day the Game began, Li Ming had been slumped over his computer, his bloodshot eyes fixed on the screen as he furiously typed.
    

    

    
      “Where is this bug? Where the hell is it?!”
    

    

    
      He raked his sparse hair in frustration, feeling on the verge of madness.
    

    

    
      Just then, his department manager’s profile picture lit up in the work chat, followed by a string of “@Everyone.”
    

    

    
      “Overtime tonight. All issues must be resolved before tomorrow’s launch! No one leaves!”
    

    

    
      Staring at the cold notice, rage flared in Li Ming’s chest like a spark to dry grass.
    

    

    
      Overtime again! Endless overtime!
    

    

    
      He remembered how, earlier that day, the manager had thrown a project proposal at his face in front of everyone.
    

    

    
      “Are you a pig? Can’t even understand simple logic?!”
    

    

    
      “The company pays you to eat, is that it?”
    

    

    
      “If you can’t do it, get out!”
    

    

    
      Humiliation, anger, resentment—all those poisonous emotions gnawed at him like snakes.
    

    

    
      Why?
    

    

    
      Why must I be treated like a dog, barked at and ordered around?
    

    

    
      A powerful, desperate urge to “disappear” from this suffocating world took root in his mind.
    

    

    
      At that very moment, a cold and commanding voice echoed in his head, as if answering his plea.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Li Ming】
    

    

    
      【Identity: The Hermit】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【When the world forgets you, you shall own the world】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When his boss once again berated him in front of everyone, and that overwhelming desire to “vanish” surged up—divine revelation descended.
    

    

    
      The Hermit’s power gave this man, who had always been invisible in real life, true supernatural ability.
    

    

    
      After the initial shock came sheer ecstasy.
    

    

    
      He—Li Ming—the company’s punching bag, a faceless cog in society—had gained the power of invisibility!
    

    

    
      The darkness he had repressed for over twenty years burst free like a beast breaking from its cage, roaring wildly.
    

    

    
      He sneaked into his manager’s office and swapped his treasured Pu’er tea for footwash;
    

    

    
      He slipped into the subway, standing close beside beautiful women he’d never dared glance at before, greedily inhaling the fragrance of their hair;
    

    

    
      He even broke into the apartment of the female colleague he’d long secretly adored, spying on her every move.
    

    

    
      All the acts he’d never dared to imagine before—he now indulged in freely, without consequence or discovery.
    

    

    
      The feeling was more intoxicating than the strongest liquor.
    

    

    
      He felt like a god—a god who could judge and watch all.
    

    

    
      Now, having just returned “satisfied” from his colleague’s home, Li Ming floated in euphoric excitement.
    

    

    
      Back in his squalid little room, he went to the center of the floor.
    

    

    
      At a thought, the air rippled like disturbed water.
    

    

    
      A thin, greasy figure appeared out of nowhere.
    

    

    
      He still wore a lewd, lingering grin as he peeled off his oily plaid shirt and muttered to himself, “Little minx… will you wear that black skirt again tomorrow? Heh heh…”
    

    

    
      Completely lost in his vile fantasies, Li Ming failed to notice that as he deactivated his invisibility—
    

    

    
      From the shadow at his feet, a rat—larger and glossier than normal—quietly poked its head from a hole in the wall.
    

    

    
      Under his bed, another shadowed corner stirred; the same sleek rat crouched there, its once dull, glassy eyes suddenly focusing.
    

    

    
      It squatted silently in the dark, watching the oblivious Li Ming with eyes that did not belong to an animal—cold and calculating.
    

    

    
      Like a seasoned hunter studying his unaware prey.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the other side of the city, in a dim underground room filled with the smell of formalin and disinfectant, a man sat before a surgical table, stitching the severed nerves of a sparrow’s wing.
    

    

    
      His movements were precise and elegant—less like surgery, more like creating art.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, his hands paused.
    

    

    
      He slowly raised his pale face—one long unexposed to sunlight—and a flicker of emotion passed through his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Found… one.”
    

    

    
      He put down the surgical needle and closed his eyes.
    

    

    
      Through the eyes of the puppet rat, he could clearly “see” the man named Li Ming—his greasy face, his filthy muttering.
    

    

    
      “Invisibility, is it…”
    

    

    
      The man extended his tongue, lightly licking his dry lips, like a gourmet anticipating a dish about to be served.
    

    

    
      “Then the game…”
    

    

    
      “Shall begin with you.”
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      Chapter 11: Shadow Hunt
    

    

    
      Top floor of the Global Center, CEO’s office.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stood before the enormous floor-to-ceiling windows, overlooking the city beneath her feet.
    

    

    
      “Dong, dong, dong...”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a crisp tapping sound came from the glass of the window.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan turned around sharply, her gaze as sharp as a blade.
    

    

    
      A pitch-black crow had somehow landed on the railing outside the window. With its hard beak, it was rhythmically pecking at the glass.
    

    

    
      Its eyes were not the dull black typical of birds, but instead transparent, bead-like orbs. At this moment, those glassy eyes stared fixedly at Lin Lan without moving.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan frowned slightly. A bird?
    

    

    
      At that instant, the crow actually spoke in human language.
    

    

    
      A calm male voice came through the glass, sounding clearly in her ears.
    

    

    
      “Miss Lin Lan, a pleasure to meet you.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s heart contracted sharply, though her face remained as cold and composed as an iceberg.
    

    

    
      From this eerie crow, she could faintly sense the familiar aura belonging to the 【Shadow】 faction.
    

    

    
      The fourth teammate!
    

    

    
      She hadn’t expected him to appear in such a way!
    

    

    
      “Who are you?” Lin Lan asked coldly, quietly summoning the power of shadows.
    

    

    
      “I’m Wu Ce, the 【Puppeteer】.”
    

    

    
      “By the way, what’s standing before you right now is just a puppet.”
    

    

    
      A puppet?
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s eyes fell upon the crow’s eyes, and in that instant, she understood.
    

    

    
      “I’ve been observing you all along.”
    

    

    
      The crow tilted its head, its glass-like eyes reflecting Lin Lan’s cold face.
    

    

    
      “When you were thinking about how to deal with the 【Radiance】 faction; when you went to Deshengli Third Alley; when you were holding meetings with those two useless fools.”
    

    

    
      The crow’s words made Lin Lan’s pupils contract violently.
    

    

    
      Her every move—had it all been under another player’s surveillance?
    

    

    
      “What do you want with me?” Lin Lan quickly regained her composure.
    

    

    
      Since the other party had revealed his identity, it meant he bore no hostility. But the fact that he had discovered his “teammates” long ago and chose not to reveal himself suggested that he had his own plans.
    

    

    
      Thus, Lin Lan stepped closer to the window, facing the eerie crow through the glass.
    

    

    
      “I came to you because I think those two don’t deserve to be with us.”
    

    

    
      The crow’s voice carried unmasked disdain. “One is a fool whose head is full of money and women, the other is a trickster with nothing but cheap cunning.”
    

    

    
      “Working with them only lowers my efficiency and increases my risk.”
    

    

    
      “But you, Miss Lin Lan—you’re different.”
    

    

    
      “You’re calm, rational, decisive. Most importantly, like me, you enjoy the feeling of controlling everything.”
    

    

    
      “That’s why I choose to work only with you.”
    

    

    
      For the first time, Lin Lan felt a flicker of interest toward this mysterious teammate.
    

    

    
      Arrogant, reclusive, and contemptuous of the foolish—
    

    

    
      He was, in many ways, just like her.
    

    

    
      “Cooperation requires leverage. What’s yours?” Lin Lan asked.
    

    

    
      “Information.”
    

    

    
      The crow replied, “I’ve found a target.”
    

    

    
      “A player from the 【Radiance】 faction. He lives alone, cowardly by nature, with the ability of 【Invisibility】.”
    

    

    
      “His name is Li Ming, a programmer. Recently, he’s been using his ability to satisfy his pathetic little desires.”
    

    

    
      The crow tapped the glass lightly with its beak, attaching a small USB drive to the outer surface in some strange way.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan opened the window, retrieved the USB, and plugged it into her private computer.
    

    

    
      Immediately, the screen displayed detailed information on Li Ming—even video of him muttering lecherously to himself after dropping his invisibility in his rented room.
    

    

    
      “This is indeed a perfect prey.” After reviewing the data, Lin Lan’s eyes flashed with a cold light.
    

    

    
      “Our cooperation is simple.”
    

    

    
      The crow’s voice continued, “I provide intelligence—locating each 【Radiance】 faction player, their abilities, and their weaknesses.”
    

    

    
      “You organize the operations and eliminate them.”
    

    

    
      “I will not take part in any direct combat, nor will I contact anyone else.”
    

    

    
      “To put it simply, I don’t want anyone except you to know of my existence.”
    

    

    
      “That’s our cooperation.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan looked at the eerie crow outside the window and sneered. “Hmph. No risks, all rewards. You’re quite the schemer.”
    

    

    
      “No, no, Miss Lin Lan. The deeper the trump card is hidden, the better, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan looked at Wu Ce, silent for a moment, then smiled meaningfully.
    

    

    
      “Deal.”
    

    

    
      “Then, the first step.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s gaze turned sharp. “I need his body tissues—hair, nails, anything with his biological information.”
    

    

    
      “That fool Wang Defa and his 【Curse Master】 ability require a medium.”
    

    

    
      “Can you get it?”
    

    

    
      “A trivial matter.”
    

    

    
      The crow seemed very pleased with Lin Lan’s decisiveness. It spread its wings, soared into the sky, and soon vanished into the concrete jungle of the city.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Li Ming’s rented apartment.
    

    

    
      Li Ming had just brought to his nose a piece of intimate clothing stolen from the home of a female colleague he secretly liked, sniffing it greedily. 
    

    

    
      He failed to notice that in the dark corner under his bed, a large rat—bigger than an ordinary one—was watching him coldly with eyes that were anything but animal-like.
    

    

    
      When Li Ming turned to pour himself some water, the rat darted out like a streak of black lightning.
    

    

    
      It precisely picked up a few strands of Li Ming’s fallen hair from the floor, then silently retreated into a hole in the wall and disappeared.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Golden Splendor” KTV, Emperor Suite.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa was having the time of his life, holding two newly arrived hostesses in his arms, when the door to the suite was suddenly pushed open.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stepped in on high heels, surrounded by a group of men in black suits. She walked in like a queen descending her throne.
    

    

    
      “L–Lin… Miss Lin!”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa shuddered violently, hurriedly pushing away the women beside him and scrambling to his feet. “You… you’re here?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan ignored him. 
    

    

    
      She walked straight to the main seat on the sofa, sat down, and pulled a black envelope from her handbag, tossing it onto the table.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa froze for a moment, then immediately drove out all unnecessary people from the suite.
    

    

    
      After that, he carefully picked up the envelope. Upon opening it, he found only a few seemingly ordinary strands of hair inside.
    

    

    
      “Miss Lin, this is…”
    

    

    
      “The target’s hair.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan spoke lightly, “A man named Li Ming, a player of the 【Radiance】 faction. His ability is 【Invisibility】.”
    

    

    
      “Now, it’s your turn to perform.”
    

    

    
      The moment Wang Defa heard this, a greasy, businesslike smile spread across his face. “Miss Lin, this… this can be done, of course, but you see, activating my ability takes quite a toll…”
    

    

    
      Before he could finish speaking, Lin Lan’s icy gaze fell upon him.
    

    

    
      “Wang Defa.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s voice wasn’t loud, yet it carried a bone-piercing chill. “Have you forgotten what kind of game we’re playing right now?”
    

    

    
      “Thirty days. Either we win, or we all get ‘erased’ together.”
    

    

    
      “At a time like this, put away your petty business schemes.”
    

    

    
      Cold sweat instantly broke out on Wang Defa’s forehead. The smile on his face froze.
    

    

    
      “I… I didn’t mean that…”
    

    

    
      “Then what did you mean?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan leaned forward slightly, a powerful pressure enveloping Wang Defa in an instant. “Do you think that meager profit of yours is worth more than our lives?”
    

    

    
      “Or do you believe your ability should be used for something more ‘valuable’—rather than for the survival of our entire faction?”
    

    

    
      As Lin Lan spoke, the lighting in the suite seemed to dim.
    

    

    
      In horror, Wang Defa saw the shadow at Lin Lan’s feet begin to wriggle like a living creature. A pitch-black tendril silently extended out, like a serpent, coiling around his ankle.
    

    

    
      The cold, slimy sensation—laden with the breath of death—made every hair on Wang Defa’s body stand on end.
    

    

    
      He had no doubt that with just a thought from Lin Lan, that shadow could pierce his heart in an instant.
    

    

    
      “I… I was wrong! Miss Lin! I was wrong!”
    

    

    
      Terrified by the palpable killing intent, Wang Defa’s legs went weak, and he fell to his knees with a thud. “I’ll do it right away! I’ll do it now! I won’t dare have second thoughts again!”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan watched his pathetic display with a flicker of disgust in her eyes. The shadow coiled around his ankle silently withdrew.
    

    

    
      “Remember this, Wang Defa.”
    

    

    
      “In this game, you have only two choices.”
    

    

    
      “Either be a useful blade and live until the end.”
    

    

    
      “Or, right now, be a worthless scrap of metal for me to dispose of.”
    

    

    
      “I… I understand! I’ll be the blade! I’ll be the blade!” Wang Defa kowtowed frantically.
    

    

    
      Then, scrambling, he pulled a set of “ritual tools” from his bag—
    

    

    
      A straw doll and three black candles, each as thick as a thumb.
    

    

    
      He wound Li Ming’s hair around the straw doll’s neck, then lit three white candles and arranged them in a triangle, placing the doll in the center.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa took a deep breath, and his demeanor changed instantly.
    

    

    
      The usual sly, greasy look vanished, replaced by an eerie, sinister aura.
    

    

    
      A cold and commanding voice echoed in his mind.
    

    

    
      【Player: Wang Defa】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Curse Master】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Shadow】
    

    

    
      【Words are your blades, resentment your poison; whoever bears a name falls under your curse.】
    

    

    
      Wang Defa began to chant, his voice sharp and grating, like some ancient sorcerer’s incantation.
    

    

    
      “Heavenly spirit, earthly spirit, open the way, vengeful souls follow…”
    

    

    
      “By your hair, I bind your soul; I seize your essence, I rot your flesh!”
    

    

    
      “Three souls diminished, seven spirits scattered; your body weakens by the day, sickness devours your life!”
    

    

    
      As he chanted, the flames of the three white candles began to flicker violently. The color of the fire gradually turned into a strange, ghostly green.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa’s eyes flew open. He lifted a silver needle and stabbed it hard into the straw doll’s heart!
    

    

    
      “Puff!”
    

    

    
      A faint sound. The needle sank into the doll’s body.
    

    

    
      At the same time, the flames of the three candles shot up half a meter high—then instantly went out.
    

    

    
      “It’s… it’s done.”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath, as though his entire strength had been drained.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan had been watching coldly from start to finish, her expression completely unmoved by the shamanic spectacle before her.
    

    

    
      Hearing Wang Defa’s words, she stood up, looking down at him from above, and asked calmly, “How long until it takes effect?”
    

    

    
      “S–soon… if fast, within a day he’ll start feeling unwell—dizzy and weak,” Wang Defa said feebly. “If slower, within three days, he’ll definitely fall seriously ill.”
    

    

    
      “This curse will continue to drain his life force until… until he dies.”
    

    

    
      “Very good.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan nodded in satisfaction, turned, and walked away—leaving behind only her cold, retreating silhouette.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in another part of the city, inside Li Ming’s rented room.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, Li Ming had been lost in the thrill of his voyeuristic indulgence when suddenly his heart seized violently, as if clutched by an invisible hand.
    

    

    
      Then, a strong wave of dizziness hit him, his vision went dark, and he almost collapsed.
    

    

    
      “W–what’s… going on?”
    

    

    
      Li Ming braced himself against the table, gasping heavily, feeling as though his body had suddenly been hollowed out. His limbs went weak, and cold sweat poured down his back.
    

    

    
      “Could it be… I’ve been ‘taking off’ too much lately, and my body’s worn out?”
    

    

    
      Li Ming shook his foggy head, dismissing the sudden discomfort as nothing more than a sign of poor health.
    

    

    
      He had no idea that he was about to become the first prey hunted by the Shadow faction.
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      Chapter 12: Li Ming’s Cry for Help
    

    

    
      On the first day that Wang Defa’s curse took effect, Li Ming merely felt a little fatigued, his head spinning and his vision blurry.
    

    

    
      He thought it was because he had been too “active” in the previous few nights and had exhausted himself. He didn’t take it seriously, even going to a pharmacy to buy several boxes of kidney tonic supplements.
    

    

    
      The next day, he began suffering from sleepless nights, drenched in cold sweat, his heart throbbing with occasional sharp pain.
    

    

    
      Looking into the mirror, he saw his face pale as paper, his eye sockets sunken, and his dark circles so deep it looked as if someone had punched him.
    

    

    
      Panic began to spread within Li Ming’s heart.
    

    

    
      He no longer dared to peep on anyone. He shut himself inside his rented room all day, trying to restore his strength through sleep.
    

    

    
      But no matter how long he slept, that bone-deep weakness clung to him like a shadow—and only grew worse.
    

    

    
      By the third day, his hair began to fall out in clumps, his skin turned loose, and his gums started to recede and bleed.
    

    

    
      In just three days, he looked as though he had aged twenty years.
    

    

    
      Now, lying on the bed, Li Ming felt even lifting a finger took effort, his entire being as if drained of all vitality.
    

    

    
      It was only at this moment that he finally awoke from the frenzy of having gained extraordinary power.
    

    

    
      This was definitely not an ordinary illness!
    

    

    
      This was an extraordinary attack!
    

    

    
      Another player was killing him through supernatural means!
    

    

    
      “Game of Gods” was not a divine blessing!
    

    

    
      It was truly a bloody slaughter game that demanded life as its price!
    

    

    
      The shadow of death, like freezing seawater, completely engulfed Li Ming.
    

    

    
      Overwhelming fear gripped his heart, making it almost impossible for him to breathe.
    

    

    
      “Help… help…”
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to die!
    

    

    
      He had only just begun to taste the joy of being a “god”. He didn’t want to die so meaninglessly in this dark little rented room!
    

    

    
      Driven by sheer survival instinct, Li Ming used the last trace of his strength to roll off the bed, struggling to crawl toward the phone on the nightstand.
    

    

    
      His trembling hand, guided by instinct, pressed those three numbers—110.
    

    

    
      The call was quickly connected.
    

    

    
      “Hello, Jiang City 110 Command Center.” A calm female voice came from the receiver.
    

    

    
      “Help… help me…”
    

    

    
      Li Ming forced out a few words from his throat with all the strength he had left.
    

    

    
      “Sir, please calm down. Tell me your location and what’s happening.” The operator immediately sensed something was wrong.
    

    

    
      “I… I’m dying…”
    

    

    
      Li Ming’s consciousness was already fading. He screamed incoherently, “...‘Game of Gods’...【Shadow】... they’re killing me... extraordinary... it’s extraordinary...”
    

    

    
      Li Ming’s words were vague and broken, mixed with heavy breathing and groans of agony.
    

    

    
      The operator frowned. 
    

    

    
      She received plenty of such unclear distress calls every day—most from drunkards or people with mental issues.
    

    

    
      But the word “extraordinary” instantly jolted her nerves!
    

    

    
      She remembered the top-level directive personally issued days ago by Captain Chen Mo of the Criminal Investigation Division—any emergency call mentioning words such as “extraordinary” or “supernatural abilities,” regardless of authenticity, must be reported immediately to the “Task Force 815”!
    

    

    
      “Sir! Sir, are you still there? Please tell me your exact location!” The operator’s voice suddenly rose, urgent and strained.
    

    

    
      However, on the other end of the line, only faint breathing remained—soon, even that disappeared.
    

    

    
      Beep… beep… beep…
    

    

    
      The call was disconnected.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, the operator activated the emergency protocol.
    

    

    
      “Track the origin of that distress call immediately! Now!”
    

    

    
      At the same time, she picked up the red emergency line and directly connected to the task force office.
    

    

    
      “Report! We’ve received an urgent distress call. The caller appears to be in critical condition and mentioned the word ‘extraordinary’ during the call!”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Move out immediately!”
    

    

    
      The moment Chen Mo heard the report, he sprang from his chair, his eyes flashing with a terrifying gleam.
    

    

    
      “All units! Fully armed! Target—Building 3, Room 404, Desheng Community, South District!”
    

    

    
      “Tech team! Hack into the community surveillance right now! Seal all entrances and exits!”
    

    

    
      “Notify the nearest patrol units! They must reach the site within five minutes!”
    

    

    
      Command after command shot from Chen Mo’s mouth, and the entire task force instantly went into high-speed operation.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo grabbed the bulletproof vest hanging on the wall, pulling it on as he shouted into his radio, “This is not a drill! I repeat—this is not a drill!”
    

    

    
      “All units, be advised! The target is extremely dangerous! The opponent may possess attack methods beyond our understanding!”
    

    

    
      “Maintain maximum alert!”
    

    

    
      Inside the police headquarters, the piercing alarm blared through the air.
    

    

    
      Dozens of police cars, lights flashing and sirens screaming, shot out from different directions toward Desheng Community like arrows released from a bow.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo sat in the passenger seat of the lead car, eyes locked on the tablet in his hands.
    

    

    
      On the screen was the live surveillance feed of Building 3 in Desheng Community—everything appeared normal.
    

    

    
      His heart pounded violently.
    

    

    
      This was the only opportunity he had to glimpse the “truth” of this world!
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      With a deafening crash, the door of Room 404 was smashed open by a breaching hammer.
    

    

    
      “Police! Don’t move!”
    

    

    
      Several SWAT officers armed with Type-95 automatic rifles and wearing heavy bulletproof armor stormed in, guns aimed at every corner of the room.
    

    

    
      However, the room showed no sign of struggle.
    

    

    
      Only a human-shaped figure lay curled up on the floor beside the bed.
    

    

    
      Yes—a human-shaped figure.
    

    

    
      Because the body had already lost the form of a normal human being, appearing horrifyingly mummified.
    

    

    
      Li Ming’s clothes were disheveled, his eyes closed, his face pale as gold paper, lips purple, and his chest barely rising with faint breaths.
    

    

    
      If not for that weak breathing, everyone would have thought he had been dead for hours.
    

    

    
      Everyone gasped at the sight of Li Ming’s miserable state.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo rushed in right after. When he saw the scene before him, his pupils shrank sharply.
    

    

    
      “It’s him! Li Ming!”
    

    

    
      Before coming, Chen Mo had already seen this man’s photo in the database—a somewhat dull but otherwise healthy programmer.
    

    

    
      But now, the man before him looked completely drained of life, his body shriveled and thin, his face creased unnaturally like a dying centenarian.
    

    

    
      “There are no signs of struggle, no gas leakage, and no external injuries on the victim…”
    

    

    
      After a quick examination, the forensic officer reported gravely, “Captain, his vital signs are extremely weak. Multiple organ systems are failing!”
    

    

    
      “Quick! Call an ambulance!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo ordered decisively, “At all costs, he must be kept alive!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo understood that this man named Li Ming was their only key to uncovering the truth of the “extraordinary” world!
    

    

    
      Soon, Li Ming was carefully lifted onto a stretcher and carried to the waiting ambulance downstairs, which sped toward Jiang City First People’s Hospital with its siren wailing.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood amid the chaotic scene of the rented room, his eyes sweeping over every corner.
    

    

    
      The room was small, messy, filled with the aura of a single programmer’s life.
    

    

    
      Everything appeared so normal.
    

    

    
      But it was precisely this normality that made it all the more disturbing.
    

    

    
      What kind of power could torture a living man into this ghastly, inhuman state—without leaving a single trace behind?
    

    

    
      As the thought crossed his mind, a chill surged from Chen Mo’s feet up to the crown of his head.
    

    

    
      Could it be that beyond the scientific world they knew, there truly existed another—utterly incomprehensible, filled with the unknown and the terrifying—hidden realm?
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      Chapter 13: First Blood
    

    

    
      Jiang City, First People’s Hospital.
    

    

    
      The corridor outside the intensive care unit was packed with people — leaders from the municipal bureau, core members of the task force, and several of Jiang City’s top doctors and life science experts who had been urgently summoned overnight.
    

    

    
      Everyone’s eyes were locked on the hospital bed surrounded by various precision instruments inside the ICU.
    

    

    
      “Heart rate is still dropping — already below 40!”
    

    

    
      “Blood pressure… can’t be measured! The patient is in severe shock!”
    

    

    
      “Kidney function, liver function… all organs are failing at an unbelievable rate!”
    

    

    
      Inside the ICU, doctors and nurses were frantically working, trying every emergency measure in succession.
    

    

    
      Defibrillation, cardiac stimulants, adrenaline… every method modern medicine could offer had already been deployed.
    

    

    
      But the young man lying on the bed, named Li Ming, continued to slip toward the abyss — his vital signs falling with unstoppable momentum.
    

    

    
      “How could this happen? What’s the cause? Why can’t we find any explanation that fits modern medicine?!”
    

    

    
      An elderly expert with white hair stared fixedly at the descending lines on the monitor, his face filled with confusion and defeat — emotions he had never known in his fifty years of medical practice.
    

    

    
      They had conducted the most thorough examination on Li Ming — from the genetic level to the cellular level — but the conclusion defied belief.
    

    

    
      Li Ming’s test results showed he was healthy.
    

    

    
      Aside from total systemic failure, they found no trace of virus, bacteria, poisoning, or even hereditary disease.
    

    

    
      It was as if… as if some invisible force had erased the very “will to live” from the foundation of his being.
    

    

    
      “His cells… are losing vitality…”
    

    

    
      Another expert, staring through a microscope at the blood sample, spoke with a trembling voice, “They… they seem to have suddenly ‘forgotten’ how to divide and metabolize — they’re dying en masse!”
    

    

    
      That sentence drew sharp breaths from everyone present.
    

    

    
      This was already far beyond anything comprehensible within the realm of life sciences.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood before the glass window, face dark as still water, fists clenched tight.
    

    

    
      He watched that rapidly withering life on the bed, the ECG line that was about to go flat — a storm of fury and helplessness surged in his chest.
    

    

    
      He knew he was witnessing a murder.
    

    

    
      A murder that science could not explain, and the law could not punish — a murder from another dimension.
    

    

    
      “Beep——”
    

    

    
      A piercing, continuous tone broke the silence of the corridor.
    

    

    
      On the monitor, the line representing a heartbeat turned into a single cold, straight trace.
    

    

    
      All activity in the ICU ceased.
    

    

    
      Everyone stared blankly at the bed.
    

    

    
      And under dozens of horrified gazes, something even more terrifying occurred.
    

    

    
      Li Ming’s corpse, at the very moment life left him, began to “dry up” at a rate visible to the naked eye.
    

    

    
      His skin rapidly lost moisture and sheen, clinging tightly to bone, muscles shriveling at shocking speed — he looked like a mummy drained of all fluids in an instant.
    

    

    
      In barely ten seconds, what lay on the bed was no longer human, but a clearly outlined husk draped in human skin.
    

    

    
      “Ugh—”
    

    

    
      A young nurse could no longer hold back, covering her mouth as she ran from the ICU and vomited violently.
    

    

    
      The corridor fell into deathly silence.
    

    

    
      Doctors accustomed to life and death, seasoned police officers — all were struck dumb by the sight that shattered the limits of human comprehension.
    

    

    
      Their worldview crumbled, crushed by the existence of that eerie corpse.
    

    

    
      “Seal the scene!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo was the first to recover from shock, his bloodshot eyes blazing as he roared hoarsely,
    

    

    
      “Lock down the entire building! No one enters or leaves!”
    

    

    
      “All medical personnel involved in the rescue — everyone who witnessed this — isolate them immediately! Have them sign top-level confidentiality agreements!”
    

    

    
      “Transfer the corpse… transfer this body to a national secret laboratory immediately! Conduct the highest-level dissection and analysis!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      The officers behind him snapped into motion as if awakening from a dream.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      An hour later, in the highest-level emergency meeting room of the Jiang City Government.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood in the center of the room. Behind him, on the large screen, high-definition footage played in a loop — from Li Ming’s admission and resuscitation to his eventual mummification.
    

    

    
      Around the table sat the top-ranking leaders of Jiang City, those holding true power.
    

    

    
      Every face bore a look of indescribable shock and gravity.
    

    

    
      “Leaders,”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s voice was hoarse but firm. “The facts are before us.”
    

    

    
      “This is no high-tech crime.”
    

    

    
      “This is a power entirely beyond our understanding.”
    

    

    
      “I request immediate activation of Jiang City’s highest-level emergency protocol!”
    

    

    
      “I request that the ‘815 Task Force’ be granted full authority — to mobilize all administrative, military, and technical resources to conduct a full investigation into all ‘transcendent incidents’!”
    

    

    
      “We have no time to waste!”
    

    

    
      “Today, it’s Li Ming who died. Tomorrow, it could be any of us — or tens of thousands of innocent citizens!”
    

    

    
      This time, no one voiced objection.
    

    

    
      Before the ironclad evidence, all doubt and caution seemed hollow and meaningless.
    

    

    
      The mayor of Jiang City slowly stood, his gaze sweeping across the room before settling on Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “I approve.”
    

    

    
      “From this moment, the ‘815 Task Force’ will be renamed the 【Candle Dragon】 Task Force. I will serve as team leader. Comrade Chen Mo, you are the deputy leader — with full operational authority.”
    

    

    
      “All departments of Jiang City — Public Security, State Security, the military — will cooperate unconditionally with your actions!”
    

    

    
      “You have one mission: at any cost, root out the ‘monsters’ hiding in this city’s shadows, and uncover their true purpose!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo straightened, snapping a crisp salute.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the vast machine of Jiang City — home to millions — began to turn at full speed, all revolving around one word: “Transcendent.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same instant Jiang City’s official forces were fully mobilized—
    

    

    
      Across the city—
    

    

    
      In an abandoned factory where Sun Na and Zhang Jie hid;
    

    

    
      In a rural home where Zheng Wei guarded his daughter;
    

    

    
      In a university dormitory where Chen Jingjing sat lost in fear and confusion about the future;
    

    

    
      And in a private club, where Lin Lan, Chen Xiang, and Wang Defa had just completed a “pleasant collaboration,” with Wu Ce lurking deeper in the shadows…
    

    

    
      Every surviving player heard the same cold, commanding voice in their minds:
    

    

    
      “【Radiance】 faction player 【Hermit】 has fallen.”
    

    

    
      “Remaining players: 【Radiance】—7, 【Shadow】—4.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Suburbs, abandoned factory.
    

    

    
      Sun Na tossed her phone onto the table, pacing back and forth in agitation.
    

    

    
      Her partnership with Zhang Jie had been volatile from the start.
    

    

    
      That night, after being spotted by ordinary people, the two had quickly withdrawn, finally arriving at Sun Na’s secret base.
    

    

    
      “So, we’re allies now?” Zhang Jie leaned against the wall, arms crossed, a mocking smile on his face.
    

    

    
      “A temporary partnership,”
    

    

    
      Sun Na corrected him coolly as she lit a cigarette, took a drag, and exhaled a plume of smoke. “Don’t get it twisted. I just need a runner — and you happen to qualify.”
    

    

    
      “Runner?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie raised an eyebrow. “You’d better show some respect. I’m not afraid of you, ‘Fire Phoenix’. And without me, you wouldn’t even know where the enemy is.”
    

    

    
      “Heh. As if you’ve found them yourself.” Sun Na sneered.
    

    

    
      After a bout of verbal sparring, they reached a verbal agreement.
    

    

    
      Sun Na would provide funding; Zhang Jie would gather intelligence and conduct reconnaissance.
    

    

    
      In the following days, Zhang Jie moved like a ghost through the city’s shadows, collecting valuable information — including news about Zheng Wei.
    

    

    
      Now, the notification of Li Ming’s death had jolted them out of their cautious rhythm.
    

    

    
      “Dead… someone’s dead?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s usual nonchalance vanished, replaced by grim seriousness.
    

    

    
      Sun Na, too, shed her queenly air. Her expression darkened, and the cigarette between her fingers trembled slightly.
    

    

    
      “【Shadow】… they’ve made their move.” Her voice was dry.
    

    

    
      “And they killed one of us silently, without us even realizing.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s eyes narrowed in vigilance. “We don’t even know who died — or how.”
    

    

    
      An unseen enemy and an unknown cause of death — that was far more terrifying than open battle.
    

    

    
      Sun Na took a fierce drag of her cigarette and crushed it into the table. “We’ve been too slow — too passive!”
    

    

    
      “If this continues, those rats in 【Shadow】 will pick us off one by one!”
    

    

    
      “What’s your plan?” Zhang Jie asked.
    

    

    
      “Plan?”
    

    

    
      A wild light flickered in Sun Na’s eyes. “The plan is to make a bigger scene!”
    

    

    
      “If we can’t find them — we’ll make them come to us!”
    

    

    
      She strode to a wall where a huge map of Jiang City was pinned, with several areas circled in red marker.
    

    

    
      “That fugitive Zheng Wei, our ‘Flame Empress’ and ‘Flying Man’ — right now, every authority in the city must be watching us.”
    

    

    
      “And so is 【Shadow】.”
    

    

    
      “So let’s stir the waters until they can’t see through the mud!”
    

    

    
      Her finger jabbed heavily at a point on the map. “According to our intel, the owner of this security company has recently shown unusual interest in the transcendent.”
    

    

    
      “What are you planning?” Zhang Jie frowned.
    

    

    
      Sun Na turned back, smiling a mad, brilliant smile. “If he’s Shadow, then we’ll wipe that place off the map.”
    

    

    
      “In the loudest, boldest way possible!”
    

    

    
      “I want the whole city to know that we, the 【Radiance】 faction, are not some weak fruit to be crushed at will!”
    

    

    
      “Are you insane?!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie roared. “The whole city is hunting us — the police, and other players! Exposing ourselves under the spotlight — do you have a death wish?”
    

    

    
      “What’s there to fear?”
    

    

    
      Sun Na said carelessly, exhaling a perfect smoke ring. “Besides, don’t you think it’s cool?”
    

    

    
      “To be worshiped by thousands like gods — that’s the treatment we deserve!”
    

    

    
      “Cool? Treatment?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie laughed in disbelief. “Lady, this is life and death, not a movie set! Did you forget the rule? Die here — and you’re dead for real!”
    

    

    
      “So what?”
    

    

    
      Sun Na spread her arms wide, as if embracing the world. “We’ve gained the power mortals dream of — and you want me to keep living like a rat in the gutter?”
    

    

    
      “I refuse to live like that again!”
    

    

    
      Her voice rose, shrill with hysterical excitement. “I want everyone to see me!”
    

    

    
      “I want everyone who ever looked down on me to kneel at my feet!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie stared at her crazed expression for a moment — then grinned.
    

    

    
      “Sounds… interesting.”
    

    

    
      Better to die in a blaze than to wait quietly for death.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Rural house.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei stuffed a stack of fresh bills into a black plastic bag and carefully hid it beneath the floorboards.
    

    

    
      It was enough to pay Xiaoxiao’s medical expenses for a year.
    

    

    
      Just two nights ago, he had broken into an infamous underground casino in a neighboring town.
    

    

    
      Using the most direct and brutal methods, he took down every guard and thug inside, then smashed open the safe — but only took 300,000 yuan, just enough to treat his daughter.
    

    

    
      “Tell your boss,”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei said, gripping a thug by the collar, his voice like a demon from hell, “this 300,000 — I’m borrowing it. When my daughter recovers, I’ll pay it back.”
    

    

    
      “But if you dare call the police…”
    

    

    
      Before their terrified eyes, he tore a heavy wooden gambling table clean in half with his bare hands.
    

    

    
      “…this will be your fate.”
    

    

    
      Then he vanished into the night, clutching the money.
    

    

    
      Now, as the notification of 【Hermit】’s death echoed in his mind, he paused for a moment.
    

    

    
      “‘Hermit’…”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei muttered the codename, glancing toward his sleeping daughter’s face. His gaze hardened.
    

    

    
      He had to become stronger — strong enough to crush anyone who threatened him or his daughter.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Girls’ dormitory.
    

    

    
      “No… no, it can’t be…”
    

    

    
      Chen Jingjing jolted upright in bed, face pale as paper, body trembling uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      【Hermit】
    

    

    
      A teammate from 【Radiance】!
    

    

    
      He was dead!
    

    

    
      Killed by someone from 【Shadow】!
    

    

    
      Then… that “Ferryman” brother — could he be in danger too?
    

    

    
      Her mind spun chaotically as she grabbed her phone, hands shaking, and sent a message to Chen Xiang.
    

    

    
      【Still Waters Run Deep】: “Ferryman, did you see? One of our teammates was killed! Are you okay?!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Private club.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang looked at the message from Chen Jingjing — filled with worry and panic — and smiled like a devil.
    

    

    
      He didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he turned the phone screen toward Lin Lan and Wang Defa.
    

    

    
      “Look — our ‘little lamb’ is already mourning her fallen comrade.”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa glanced at the message, then at the calm-faced Lin Lan and the sinisterly smiling Chen Xiang, feeling a chill shoot down his spine.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan, meanwhile, elegantly lifted her glass, took a slow sip, and said softly,
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      Watching the city lights through the window, she smiled — a cold, razor-thin smile.
    

    

    
      “The game is finally getting interesting.”
    

    

    
      “So, who will be our next prey?”
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      In Jiang City, inside an unremarkable residential building’s top-floor apartment—
    

    

    
      A massive light screen floated in the center of the living room. Among the twelve glowing points upon it, the one representing 【The Hermit】 Li Ming had completely gone dark, turning into a faint, almost imperceptible wisp of gray dust.
    

    

    
      Of the remaining eleven light points, the seven belonging to the 【Radiance】 faction were flickering violently. Their light wavered irregularly, their trajectories chaotic, like a startled school of fish.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge, dressed in comfortable loungewear, sat on the sofa and brewed himself a cup of top-grade West Lake Dragon Well tea.
    

    

    
      The tender green leaves slowly unfurled in the transparent glass cup, and the fresh aroma of tea gently wafted upward.
    

    

    
      He raised the cup, his gaze calm as he watched the chaotic scene upon the screen, as though admiring a play that had just reached its climax.
    

    

    
      “Death is the best teacher.”
    

    

    
      Yun Ge murmured softly, his tone carrying a trace of well-measured appreciation. “It teaches those naïve lambs who still cling to luck that this is no fateful encounter—but a true feast of slaughter.”
    

    

    
      “Now let me see—under fear—what will you do?”
    

    

    
      Yun Ge took a light sip of his tea, letting the mellow flavor spread across his tongue.
    

    

    
      His gaze swept over the flickering points one by one, finally resting upon a light representing a member of the 【Radiance】 faction who had been quiet until now but was beginning to expand its sphere of influence.
    

    

    
      “Oh? An interesting little one.”
    

    

    
      A playful smile tugged at the corner of Yun Ge’s lips.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Time rewound to the day the game began.
    

    

    
      Jiang City Wildlife Park, Predator Zone.
    

    

    
      Eighteen-year-old Yang Li, dressed in a faded volunteer uniform, was pouring a bucket of bloody raw meat into the feeding slot of Tiger Hill.
    

    

    
      Inside Tiger Hill, the full-grown Siberian tiger known as “Mountain Lord” paced restlessly, occasionally letting out a low roar that shook the trees.
    

    

    
      【Hungry… Meat… Annoyed…】
    

    

    
      Fragmented emotions, like the guttural roars of a beast, suddenly surged into Yang Li’s mind.
    

    

    
      She froze, thinking she was hallucinating.
    

    

    
      Having grown up on a suburban farm, Yang Li had spent more time with animals than with people.
    

    

    
      She loved animals—able to discern their moods from the smallest of movements and sounds.
    

    

    
      But this—hearing their thoughts directly—was a first.
    

    

    
      Just as she stood there dazed, a cold, commanding voice echoed in her mind.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Yang Li】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Beast Tamer】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【All things possess spirits, and all beasts are your soldiers; you shall be their only queen】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Yang Li stood motionless, trying to digest the torrent of information flooding her mind.
    

    

    
      Inside Tiger Hill, “Mountain Lord,” seemingly impatient from waiting, roared again with greater fury and lunged toward the feeding slot.
    

    

    
      【Meat! Give it! Now!】
    

    

    
      The furious will struck her mind like a tangible shockwave.
    

    

    
      An ordinary person would have been paralyzed by sheer terror.
    

    

    
      But not Yang Li.
    

    

    
      She looked at the gaping maw inches away—not with fear, but with an odd sense of closeness.
    

    

    
      Tentatively, she projected a calming thought toward the beast.
    

    

    
      【Don’t rush… Eat slowly… No one’s going to take it from you…】
    

    

    
      A miraculous scene unfolded.
    

    

    
      The raging tiger froze the moment it felt her intent.
    

    

    
      It rubbed its massive head against the slot and rumbled softly, like a cat soothed by its owner.
    

    

    
      Yang Li cautiously reached out her hand through the iron bars, gently stroking the smooth fur on “Mountain Lord’s” forehead.
    

    

    
      【Comfortable… Pleasant… Like…】
    

    

    
      A gentle, peaceful thought came through clearly.
    

    

    
      From that day forward, Yang Li’s world completely changed.
    

    

    
      She could understand the “heart voices” of all animals—and convey her will to them in turn.
    

    

    
      It was as if a new world had opened before her. She spent her days immersed in the joy of communicating with animals, almost forgetting the cruel reality of the “Game of Gods.”
    

    

    
      Until the notification of 【The Hermit】’s death struck her like a bucket of ice water, waking her from that dreamlike world.
    

    

    
      Someone had died.
    

    

    
      Truly died.
    

    

    
      This game was no child’s play.
    

    

    
      Sitting on her dormitory bed in the zoo, hugging her knees, Yang Li calmly thought.
    

    

    
      She was only eighteen—no power, no wealth. Her only weapon was her animal companions.
    

    

    
      But though the zoo’s beasts were mighty, they were far too conspicuous—impossible to take into the city.
    

    

    
      Information!
    

    

    
      Li Ming’s death had made her realize—in this dark forest of a contest, intelligence was the most crucial weapon.
    

    

    
      Without it, one was blind and deaf—a stationary target, waiting for death to come.
    

    

    
      She had to build her own intelligence network!
    

    

    
      The next morning, Yang Li bought a large bag of bread and went to the city square.
    

    

    
      She tore the bread into small pieces and scattered them on the ground. 
    

    

    
      Soon, hundreds of pigeons swooped down, squabbling over the food.
    

    

    
      Yang Li closed her eyes, her spiritual power spreading outward like the tide.
    

    

    
      【I need eyes… I need to see every corner of this city…】
    

    

    
      【Help me… I’ll give you more food… safer nests…】
    

    

    
      The pigeons stopped fighting. 
    

    

    
      They lifted their heads in unison, their beady black eyes fixed on Yang Li.
    

    

    
      One by one, faint but numerous thoughts merged into a stream of information that flowed into her mind.
    

    

    
      【Food… Safety… Obedience…】
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, thousands of pigeons took flight, merging into the city’s sky.
    

    

    
      They became Yang Li’s “Eyes of the Sky,” watching from above for the slightest disturbance—especially in areas where police cars and military vehicles frequently appeared.
    

    

    
      But Yang Li knew—it wasn’t enough.
    

    

    
      The pigeons could only observe the city’s surface. She needed eyes that could delve deeper.
    

    

    
      So she turned her attention to the city’s “underground world”—the omnipresent, unrestrained legions of rats.
    

    

    
      This was far more difficult than subduing the pigeons.
    

    

    
      The minds of rodents were filled with chaos, greed, and fear. 
    

    

    
      Their numbers were vast, their thoughts messy and turbulent.
    

    

    
      It took Yang Li an entire day to locate the few strongest and most cunning among them—the “Rat Kings.”
    

    

    
      【I know what you want—food, nests free of predators, wider territory for breeding…】
    

    

    
      【And I can grant you all of it.】
    

    

    
      【In return, I need your eyes and ears.】
    

    

    
      【Watch this city for me. Watch the ‘upright apes who walk on two legs,’ and report every ‘interesting’ and ‘unusual’ thing to me.】
    

    

    
      Before Yang Li’s divine, overwhelming will, the Rat Kings finally submitted.
    

    

    
      A vast underground intelligence network—woven by tens of thousands of rats—was quietly taking shape!
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      Chapter 15: Silent Companion
    

    

    
      Jiang City Funeral Home.
    

    

    
      This was the end point of the city’s noise, where the air all year round carried a peculiar smell—a mix of disinfectant and burning incense.
    

    

    
      For most people, this was a place of taboo and sorrow. But for Su Wan, it was both her home and her workplace.
    

    

    
      On the day the game began, Su Wan was restoring the facial features of an old man who had died in a car accident.
    

    

    
      Wearing a mask and gloves, she moved the repair needle and tweezers deftly between her slender fingers. Her expression was focused and devout, as if she were restoring a precious work of art.
    

    

    
      When that cold oracle sounded in her mind, her hand only paused slightly before resuming its steady motion.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Su Wan】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Mortician】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【Death, for you, is not an end but a new beginning】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Su Wan neither panicked nor rejoiced. She simply accepted the fact in silence, then continued her meticulous work.
    

    

    
      For a girl who had grown up among corpses and had long been accustomed to life and death, nothing was more important than the respect she owed to the departed before her.
    

    

    
      The game had not changed Su Wan’s life much.
    

    

    
      She still went to work and went home on schedule, tending to the dead and comforting grieving families.
    

    

    
      Among all the players, Su Wan was the quietest.
    

    

    
      She was like a spider lurking in its web, calmly digesting the game’s rules and using her extraordinary composure to understand the essence of this cruel contest.
    

    

    
      To survive—that was the only rule.
    

    

    
      Until the notice came of 【Hermit】Li Ming’s death.
    

    

    
      That cold system prompt was the first time Su Wan’s tranquil heart rippled.
    

    

    
      Li Ming’s unnatural death filled her with both anger and unease.
    

    

    
      She began to observe the world around her with an almost obsessive attention to detail.
    

    

    
      The funeral home was her domain. Every stir of the wind, every falling leaf’s path—none escaped her eyes.
    

    

    
      Soon, she discovered something abnormal.
    

    

    
      The crows and stray cats that usually fought over offerings had subtly changed their behavior.
    

    

    
      They no longer foraged or played at random but instead perched like trained sentinels on fixed vantage points—rooftops, treetops, telephone poles—turning their heads rhythmically, as if watching the entire area.
    

    

    
      Sharp-minded Su Wan immediately realized this was another player’s ability.
    

    

    
      Someone had established a vast reconnaissance network with animals as its nodes.
    

    

    
      Friend or foe?
    

    

    
      She couldn’t tell.
    

    

    
      But she decided to test it.
    

    

    
      The next morning, as usual, Su Wan opened the second-floor window of her workspace to air it out.
    

    

    
      Her calm gaze swept toward the rooftop opposite, where a crow was clearly watching her. 
    

    

    
      Slowly, she raised her hand and brushed aside the loose strands of hair by her temples.
    

    

    
      Then, looking straight at the crow, she pronounced two words, one by one.
    

    

    
      “Radiance.”
    

    

    
      After that, Su Wan ignored the crow, turned around, and continued her day’s work as though nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, on the other side of the city, in the zoo dormitory.
    

    

    
      Yang Li lay on her bed with her eyes closed. Her consciousness was like a massive network server, connected simultaneously to thousands of moving “cameras.”
    

    

    
      She saw police deploying across the city. She saw Sun Na and Zhang Jie hiding in that abandoned factory. 
    

    

    
      She even saw, through a rat that had crawled into the sewer, Wang Defa sneaking out of a KTV bar.
    

    

    
      At that moment, one of the “crow cameras” from the western city funeral home transmitted an unusual image.
    

    

    
      In the image, a girl in a plain long dress, her face delicate and pale, was saying something to the crow’s lens.
    

    

    
      Yang Li immediately switched her consciousness into that crow and replayed the footage over and over.
    

    

    
      “Ra…diance…”
    

    

    
      Yang Li abruptly sat up, a trace of both joy and caution flashing in her eyes.
    

    

    
      A teammate!
    

    

    
      She had actually discovered a teammate this way!
    

    

    
      Who was this girl?
    

    

    
      How had she detected her surveillance network?
    

    

    
      Yang Li immediately mobilized all “cameras” near the funeral home to observe the girl from every angle.
    

    

    
      Then she discovered that this girl, named Su Wan, lived a life so simple it bordered on dullness—she went only between the workspace and her dorm, never once leaving the funeral home grounds.
    

    

    
      Yet her powers of observation were terrifyingly sharp.
    

    

    
      It was as if she had an instinctive control over her surroundings.
    

    

    
      This was an extremely cautious and exceptionally intelligent player.
    

    

    
      Yang Li pondered for a moment, then decided to respond to Su Wan’s test.
    

    

    
      But she did not go in person.
    

    

    
      Until she could be certain the other was completely trustworthy, keeping a safe distance was the best choice.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next morning.
    

    

    
      Su Wan once again pushed open her workspace window.
    

    

    
      Out of habit, she glanced at the opposite rooftop—the same crow was still perched there.
    

    

    
      But today, something new lay on her spotless windowsill.
    

    

    
      A small scrap of notebook paper, slightly dampened by dew.
    

    

    
      Su Wan’s eyes narrowed slightly. She put on gloves and carefully picked up the note.
    

    

    
      On it, written in neat pencil handwriting, was a single line:
    

    

    
      “The sky and the earth are both watching you, my friend. —【Beast Tamer】”
    

    

    
      Su Wan stared at the words, and at last, a faint, almost imperceptible ripple stirred within her calm eyes.
    

    

    
      She stepped to the window and said to the crow, “If you need help, you can come to me. But I won’t leave this place.”
    

    

    
      The funeral home was Su Wan’s domain—her fortress.
    

    

    
      As long as she remained here, she had absolute confidence she could handle anything.
    

    

    
      After that, Su Wan placed the note—along with her written analyses and hypotheses on the powers of all known players, gathered from recent online news—into a locked drawer.
    

    

    
      Then she changed into her work uniform and prepared for another day, as though everything that had just happened was nothing more than a trivial episode in the morning.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the zoo, Yang Li—watching Su Wan’s reply through the eyes of a crow—shrugged helplessly.
    

    

    
      “All right, a shut-in support player.”
    

    

    
      Although slightly disappointed that the other was unwilling to come out and fight alongside her, Yang Li understood her caution.
    

    

    
      At least now, she had a confirmed ally.
    

    

    
      Even if that ally was more than ten kilometers away.
    

    

    
      But through her animal companions, that distance was no obstacle.
    

    

    
      A silent companion—one that made Yang Li feel she was no longer alone.
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      Chapter 16: The Coming Storm
    

    

    
      At five-thirty in the morning, the sky had yet to brighten, and most of the people in Jiang City were still deep in dreams.
    

    

    
      On a large training ground on the outskirts of the city, a tall and muscular figure had already been running shirtless on the plastic track for nearly an hour.
    

    

    
      His name was Liu Gang. He was fifty years old, a retired soldier, and now the owner of Jiang City’s largest security company—“Blackwater Security.”
    

    

    
      Sweat streamed down Liu Gang’s bronze skin, tracing the rock-hard lines of his muscles.
    

    

    
      Even after years of retirement, his life remained as disciplined and orderly as it had been in the army.
    

    

    
      Ten kilometers of morning running, a set of five hundred push-ups, followed by weight training and combat drills.
    

    

    
      On the day the game began, he had been doing a bench press in the gym.
    

    

    
      Just as he pushed up two hundred kilograms and felt exhaustion overcome him, that oracle descended.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Liu Gang】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Metallurgist】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【Steel is your bone, and also your crown】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In that instant, Liu Gang felt a strange connection between himself and the barbell in his hands.
    

    

    
      The cold, heavy steel seemed to become an extension of his body—light as air.
    

    

    
      With a mere thought, that two-hundred-kilogram barbell defied gravity and slowly floated above his chest.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang stood stunned for a long while. When he finally regained his senses, he immediately stopped training and returned to his office.
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, he tested his new abilities while also beginning to collect information on a large scale.
    

    

    
      A veteran’s instinct told him that in this “game,” intelligence was the key to life and death.
    

    

    
      So, the moment the game began, Liu Gang mobilized all the resources and connections of his company to systematically investigate every incident in Jiang City marked as “abnormal.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, he divided his company’s nearly one hundred security guards into dozens of investigative teams.
    

    

    
      Most of these guards were retired soldiers with exceptional execution capability.
    

    

    
      They worked in pairs, conducting door-to-door visits and exhaustive investigations at every “abnormal event” site.
    

    

    
      They appeared in Deshengli Third Alley, questioning residents one by one about sightings of “flames and explosions.”
    

    

    
      They even tracked down the drunk office worker who had uploaded the “Battle of Fire and Wind” video. Under his incredulous gaze, they threw one hundred thousand yuan in cash in front of him—just to obtain the original footage and firsthand testimony.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s flamboyant, even arrogant, style initially went unnoticed; people merely assumed it was a personal hobby.
    

    

    
      But after the official establishment of the 【Candle Dragon】 Special Task Force and the government’s citywide grid investigation began, Liu Gang and his “Blackwater Security” quickly drew the attention of all major factions.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang City Public Security Bureau, 【Candle Dragon】 Special Task Force Temporary Command Center.
    

    

    
      Originally the Bureau’s wartime command room, it had now become a massive information-processing hub.
    

    

    
      Dozens of top experts from various departments were busily working, while on a huge electronic screen, streams of data cascaded like a waterfall.
    

    

    
      Once the machinery of the state began to move, its efficiency was terrifying.
    

    

    
      “Report! The ‘SkyNet’ system has completed an initial backtrace of 7.83 million cameras across the city. All abnormal footage related to the incident’s time and location has been flagged!”
    

    

    
      “Report! The Big Data Center has joined the operation, screening all citywide communication and online activity for ‘anomalous patterns.’ The first list of high-risk individuals will be ready in three hours!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood before the roaring data streams. His eyes were bloodshot, but his spirit burned with intense focus.
    

    

    
      “Report, Deputy Leader Chen,”
    

    

    
      A technical officer hurried over and handed him a document. “During our information screening, we discovered an ‘anomaly.’”
    

    

    
      “A private security company called ‘Blackwater Security’ has repeatedly posted high-value bounties on underground websites, seeking all clues related to ‘supernatural incidents.’”
    

    

    
      “And they’ve dispatched numerous personnel to investigate the same ‘supernatural events’ we’re tracking.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s brows furrowed tightly.
    

    

    
      “Check the background of this company.”
    

    

    
      “Already did.”
    

    

    
      The officer quickly pulled up another file. “The owner’s name is Liu Gang, age fifty, retired special forces, clean background.”
    

    

    
      “After retirement, he founded this security company, mainly providing high-end protection services. Most of his employees are also retired soldiers.”
    

    

    
      “A retired soldier, a security company boss—why is he so interested in these ‘supernatural incidents’?”
    

    

    
      “Why would he spend so much money and make such a public spectacle of his investigations?”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s index finger tapped lightly on the desk, his eyes glimmering with thought.
    

    

    
      His instincts told him—there was something very wrong with this Liu Gang!
    

    

    
      Either he knew some inside information… or he himself was supernatural!
    

    

    
      “List Liu Gang and his ‘Blackwater Security’ as top-level surveillance targets!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo ordered decisively. “I want to know his every move—who he meets, what calls he makes, what he discovers!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Under Jiang City’s night sky, a black shadow flitted swiftly between buildings, ghostlike in speed and silence.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie, acting on intelligence from Sun Na, had come to investigate the truth behind “Blackwater Security.”
    

    

    
      Like a cat, he landed soundlessly atop a water tower about five hundred meters from the target company, pulled out a high-powered binocular, and began observing.
    

    

    
      He saw guards posted at every entrance, and all the windows were sealed shut.
    

    

    
      “This guy’s pretty paranoid… but he seems to be acting alone. Doesn’t look like a member of 【Shadow】,” Zhang Jie muttered.
    

    

    
      He knew that infiltrating a place like this was nearly impossible.
    

    

    
      So he stayed on the perimeter, hoping to find some clue that could reveal the man’s faction.
    

    

    
      But what Zhang Jie didn’t know was that while he was observing others, he too was being watched.
    

    

    
      Not far behind him, perched atop a utility pole, a strangely shaped stray cat crouched silently, its eyes glowing with an unnatural gleam as it stared fixedly at his every move.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside a private club.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan laid a background investigation report on Liu Gang before Chen Xiang.
    

    

    
      “This Liu Gang is a player from the 【Radiance】 faction.”
    

    

    
      Pushing up her glasses, Lin Lan continued, “His behavior patterns perfectly match those of a player. And because he’s so conspicuous, he’s already on the government’s radar.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang chuckled. “Then we can just sit back and watch the show. Let the officials hunt him down.”
    

    

    
      But Lin Lan shook her head.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “We can’t let him get caught by the authorities.”
    

    

    
      “Once the government confirms his supernatural identity and learns about the existence of the ‘Game of Gods’ from him, all of us will face full-scale pursuit by the national machinery.”
    

    

    
      “By then, the nature of this game will change entirely.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stood and walked to the window, gazing down at the bustling streets below.
    

    

    
      “This Liu Gang is like a bomb about to explode.”
    

    

    
      “Before he detonates, we must defuse him.”
    

    

    
      “This task will be yours.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Yun Ge’s apartment.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge watched with great interest as multiple factions began moving against Liu Gang simultaneously on the glowing screen.
    

    

    
      He lifted his teacup and gently blew the floating tea leaves aside.
    

    

    
      “The mortals’ ‘order’ and the ‘chaos’ I bestowed upon them are finally about to collide head-on.”
    

    

    
      “What kind of spectacle will you put on for me?”
    

    

    
      “Will technology triumph over the supernatural… or will the supernatural crush humanity?”
    

    

    
      He took a slow sip of tea, the corners of his mouth curving into an elegant yet wicked smile.
    

    

    
      “How very… exciting.”
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      Chapter 17: The Master of Disguise
    

    

    
      Under Chen Mo’s personal supervision, the 【Candle Dragon】 task force placed Liu Gang and his “Blackwater Security” company under top-level, round-the-clock surveillance.
    

    

    
      They soon uncovered a large amount of highly unusual intelligence.
    

    

    
      “Report! Target Liu Gang has, in the past three days, purchased over five tons of special steel and rare metals through multiple overseas channels, including titanium alloy and tungsten steel—all shipped to his company’s warehouse.”
    

    

    
      “Report! Using high-altitude drones equipped with thermal imaging, we discovered that the target company’s training ground showed intense energy reactions at midnight—temperatures even exceeding the melting point of steel!”
    

    

    
      All signs made Chen Mo increasingly certain that Liu Gang was absolutely aware of the existence of the “Transcendent,” and might even be one himself!
    

    

    
      Thus, an emergency meeting was immediately convened to determine how to deal with Liu Gang.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “I object to any form of armed assault!”
    

    

    
      “I suggest we immediately initiate contact and negotiate with the target!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo slammed his palm onto the table, his sharp gaze sweeping across the room as he said in a deep voice, “Judging from the target’s actions, though he’s clearly connected to the Transcendent, he hasn’t shown any intent to harm ordinary people.”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, we should attempt to communicate with him—to understand the truth about the ‘Transcendent,’ or even secure his cooperation.”
    

    

    
      “Communicate? Cooperate?”
    

    

    
      A harsh voice interrupted Chen Mo. The Deputy Bureau Chief slammed the folder in his hand onto the table, his face exuding an unchallengeable authority.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Chen Mo, have you forgotten how Li Ming’s corpse was placed right in front of you?!”
    

    

    
      “These so-called ‘Transcendent’ individuals are nothing but monsters—monsters who disregard life and are extremely dangerous! What’s there to communicate with monsters about?”
    

    

    
      “Each one of them is a volatile, unstable factor—a bomb that can overturn social order!”
    

    

    
      “Our duty is to dismantle it before it explodes!!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo frowned. Something about the Deputy Bureau Chief today felt off.
    

    

    
      In the past, though the Deputy Bureau Chief was cautious, he was never this impatient, nor so openly aggressive.
    

    

    
      “Deputy Bureau Chief, I disagree!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo argued firmly, “We know almost nothing about the target’s potential Transcendent abilities!”
    

    

    
      “Acting rashly could lead to heavy casualties on our side!”
    

    

    
      “Worse, it might escalate tensions and push someone we could’ve recruited into becoming our enemy!”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, we should first attempt contact and communication!”
    

    

    
      “Casualties? Escalation?”
    

    

    
      The Deputy Bureau Chief, seated at the head of the table, let out a cold laugh and placed his thermos heavily on the desk. “Chen Mo, have you forgotten who you are?”
    

    

    
      “You’re a police officer! You represent the state!”
    

    

    
      “Our duty is to eliminate threats—not to cower in fear!”
    

    

    
      “If you’re too afraid of casualties to act, what kind of police are we?!”
    

    

    
      “The Transcendent must be eradicated! No matter the cost—that is our duty and mission!”
    

    

    
      “You…” Chen Mo was momentarily choked speechless by his words.
    

    

    
      After a long pause, Chen Mo managed to argue back, “But we should at least find out his objective!”
    

    

    
      “And what he knows about the ‘Transcendent’!”
    

    

    
      “After all, he’s the only living lead we have right now!”
    

    

    
      “Lead?”
    

    

    
      The Deputy Bureau Chief stood, towering over Chen Mo with an imposing air. “Chen Mo!
    

    

    
      “You must remember—our duty is to eliminate threats and maintain stability, not to play detective games!”
    

    

    
      “If an Transcendent harms the public, who will bear that responsibility?!”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, I propose we immediately mobilize the Armed Police Special Operations Unit, deploy heavy weapons, and deliver a full-scale destructive strike against the target and his company!”
    

    

    
      “We must crush all instability in the cradle!”
    

    

    
      “You’re talking about mass slaughter!” Chen Mo shouted in fury.
    

    

    
      “I’m taking responsibility for saving more lives!” the Deputy Bureau Chief retorted, refusing to yield.
    

    

    
      The argument in the conference room reached a boiling point.
    

    

    
      Yet, none of them knew that the man sitting in the Deputy Bureau Chief’s seat, speaking so fiercely—was no longer the real Deputy Bureau Chief.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Time returned to the day the game began.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang had just signed a massive insurance policy. The client was a rich fool with more money than sense.
    

    

    
      With his glib tongue, Chen Xiang had exaggerated a low-return insurance plan into a “family heirloom” that would secure generations of wealth and comfort.
    

    

    
      When he stepped out of that lavish mansion holding the contract, the tearful gratitude in the eyes of the tycoon’s family filled him with a deep, genuine satisfaction.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang loved that feeling—the thrill of manipulating everyone in the palm of his hand, of watching those self-proclaimed “smart” fools get caught in the web of lies he wove.
    

    

    
      To Chen Xiang, the world itself was one grand scam; sincerity was the biggest joke in it.
    

    

    
      Just as he walked out of the mansion, ready to celebrate another successful “hunt,” an oracle descended.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Chen Xiang】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Master of Disguise】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Shadow】
    

    

    
      【Your mask is your greatest weapon; your lies your best disguise. None shall know your true face—you are a thousand faces in one.】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang was the fastest among all players to adapt to the “game.”
    

    

    
      After the brief initial shock, he immediately entered a deserted alley, pulled out his phone, and stared at his reflection, focusing his mind.
    

    

    
      In the next instant, he saw the muscles and bones on his face begin to crackle softly—like a complex machine being reassembled.
    

    

    
      In just a few seconds, the familiar face on the screen had transformed into that of a middle-aged stranger he had only once passed in an elevator.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang looked at the phone—at the stranger before him with sharp brows, bright eyes, and a refined air.
    

    

    
      He touched the stubble on his now unfamiliar face, listening to the coarse voice that came from his own throat, as a wave of ecstatic joy surged through him.
    

    

    
      He stepped out of the alley, relishing the anonymous thrill as passersby glanced at him.
    

    

    
      He instantly realized that, in modern society, this Transcendent ability was practically “invincible.”
    

    

    
      Because identity was the greatest weapon of the modern age.
    

    

    
      A person’s entire life—their social status, connections, bank accounts—everything was tied to their one and only “face.”
    

    

    
      And now, he could steal anyone’s “face,” which meant he could steal anyone’s “identity.”
    

    

    
      From that moment on, things like identity, rules, and laws lost all meaning to him.
    

    

    
      He could become anyone, go anywhere, and do anything.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Two days ago, when Lin Lan’s intelligence indicated that official forces had begun closely monitoring Liu Gang, a bold and sinister plan took shape in her mind.
    

    

    
      She could not allow the authorities and the 【Radiance】 faction players to develop any possibility of “peaceful communication.”
    

    

    
      She wanted to heighten the conflict between the authorities and the 【Radiance】 faction—let them tear each other apart, while she reaped the rewards.
    

    

    
      Thus, late that night, as the real Deputy Bureau Chief drove home, a pitch-black shadow silently spread beneath his car.
    

    

    
      When the Deputy Bureau Chief stepped out, the shadow turned into a sharp spike and pierced his heart without a sound.
    

    

    
      The whole process took less than a second—utterly silent.
    

    

    
      Then, waiting calmly nearby, Chen Xiang opened the car door and dragged away the still-warm corpse.
    

    

    
      Looking down at the dead man’s face, his own features began to ripple like flowing water.
    

    

    
      A few minutes later, a new Deputy Bureau Chief was born. The “new” Deputy Bureau Chief straightened his collar, as if nothing had happened, then restarted the car.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Thus, the “Deputy Bureau Chief” Chen Xiang impersonated now used his hardest stance to push for a violent confrontation between the authorities and Liu Gang.
    

    

    
      After fierce debate, the higher-ups settled on a compromise.
    

    

    
      “Attempt capture first. If the target resists violently, authorize the field commander—Chen Mo—to act at his discretion, including use of lethal force.”
    

    

    
      Though dissatisfied, Chen Mo could only obey orders.
    

    

    
      As the meeting adjourned, the “Deputy Bureau Chief” disguised by Chen Xiang patted Chen Mo’s shoulder and said “earnestly,” “Comrade Chen Mo, please be extremely cautious. We must not let such dangerous elements threaten the lives of the people.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The capture plan was personally devised by Chen Mo—every detail carefully reviewed and refined.
    

    

    
      The operation was scheduled for 4 a.m., the hour when humans were at their most exhausted and least alert.
    

    

    
      “All units, attention!”
    

    

    
      At 3:30 a.m., Chen Mo sat inside the command vehicle, issuing the final orders through the communicator.
    

    

    
      “The operation codename—‘Forged Blade’!”
    

    

    
      “Official reason: ‘Inspecting company wiring,’ to justify entry into Blackwater Security.”
    

    

    
      “Team One, Special Operations Unit—establish a perimeter and seal all ground and aerial escape routes.”
    

    

    
      “Team Two, elite detectives—frontline assault, draw the target out into our pre-set ambush zone.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s finger pointed at an open-air parking lot on the tactical map.
    

    

    
      “Team Three, ambush unit—our main strike force.”
    

    

    
      “Snipers and heavy fire teams—take positions at the high points around Zone A.”
    

    

    
      “Once the target enters the kill zone, unleash full saturation fire with high-voltage stun guns and high-dose tranquilizer rounds!”
    

    

    
      “Our goal is to capture alive—but if the target’s resistance endangers our personnel’s safety…”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s eyes turned icy cold.
    

    

    
      “…I authorize immediate termination!”
    

    

    
      To ensure absolute success, Chen Mo even requested reinforcement from the military district—a special ops squad equipped with the latest exoskeleton armor—as the ultimate trump card.
    

    

    
      At his command, dozens of police cars and armored vehicles moved out like steel beasts in the night, silently converging on the headquarters of “Blackwater Security.”
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      Chapter 18: The Symphony of Steel
    

    

    
      Although Chen Mo’s entire plan had been carefully designed, everyone in the 【Candle Dragon】 task force—including Chen Mo himself—was still trapped in conventional thinking, completely underestimating the true power of a transcendent being.
    

    

    
      They did not know—or perhaps they knew, but could not comprehend without personal experience—that the era had changed!
    

    

    
      The day before Chen Mo’s capture operation began, Liu Gang already sensed that something was wrong.
    

    

    
      He stood by the window of his office, observing the surroundings of the company through a high-powered telescope.
    

    

    
      He noticed several unfamiliar “sanitation workers” around the area. Their sweeping movements were clumsy and stiff, yet their eyes occasionally flicked toward the company’s front gate.
    

    

    
      An “delivery driver’s” electric scooter broke down three times at the same intersection, each “repair” lasting more than half an hour, yet he never left.
    

    

    
      Their postures, gazes, and the seemingly casual positioning among them—all carried a scent Liu Gang knew all too well. It was the unmistakable aura of elite scouts who had undergone rigorous military training.
    

    

    
      “Being watched.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang put down the telescope, his gaze turning cold.
    

    

    
      He did not know whether the other party were police officers or other players from the game.
    

    

    
      But years of military service had instilled in him the habit of always preparing for the worst.
    

    

    
      While he was pondering countermeasures, a call came in on his satellite phone—an encrypted number he had never seen before.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Liu Gang?” A processed, genderless synthetic voice came through the receiver.
    

    

    
      “Who are you?” Liu Gang’s voice was low and wary.
    

    

    
      “Someone who wants to help you stay alive.”
    

    

    
      The electronic voice continued, “You’ve already been targeted by the authorities—a secret department codenamed 【Candle Dragon】. They’ve confirmed your ‘special nature’ and are preparing to capture you.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s heart sank sharply, but his face remained expressionless.
    

    

    
      “Their plan is to capture you alive.”
    

    

    
      The electronic voice maliciously emphasized the words “capture alive.” “They want to take you back, tie you to a lab bench like a lab rat, cut open your body, and study the secrets of your abilities.”
    

    

    
      “They want to know what extraordinary secret lies within your blood.”
    

    

    
      To be treated as an experiment? To be dissected and studied?
    

    

    
      Those words pierced straight into the place Liu Gang resisted most. 
    

    

    
      Above all else, he valued his dignity. To be dissected like some lab animal was something he would never accept.
    

    

    
      A violent fury surged from the depths of his heart!
    

    

    
      “Why should I believe you?” Liu Gang’s voice carried a killing intent.
    

    

    
      “Believe it or not.”
    

    

    
      The synthetic voice seemed to chuckle. “A friendly reminder—they’ll move in at four a.m. tomorrow. Good luck, Transcendent.”
    

    

    
      The call ended abruptly.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang listened to the busy tone for a long while, then slowly crushed the satellite phone—battery and all—into a lump of twisted scrap metal.
    

    

    
      “Dissection and research…”
    

    

    
      He raised his head and looked out the window at those disguised “eyes.” The last trace of his hope for a peaceful resolution vanished completely, replaced by a cold, bone-deep killing intent.
    

    

    
      That night, he did not go home. Instead, he stayed in the company and activated the highest-level defense protocol.
    

    

    
      He would let those who sought to make him a lab rat understand—they were not facing a helpless rodent, but a steel lion driven into a frenzy!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Four a.m., the darkest hour before dawn in Jiang City.
    

    

    
      “Action begin!”
    

    

    
      With Chen Mo’s command, a manhunt targeting the “Transcendent” officially began.
    

    

    
      More than a dozen unmarked police vehicles stopped silently around the perimeter of the “Blackwater Security” company. Dozens of fully armed SWAT officers, like panthers in the night, swiftly occupied key positions—a vast net quietly closed in.
    

    

    
      “Team One reporting: outer perimeter secured!”
    

    

    
      “Team Two reporting: in position, ready to breach!”
    

    

    
      “Sniper Team Three reporting: all vantage points locked, ready to provide fire support at any time!”
    

    

    
      Reports came one after another through the comm channel.
    

    

    
      Inside the command vehicle, Chen Mo stared fixedly at the real-time drone feed.
    

    

    
      “Team Two, proceed as planned! Remember—our primary objective is to draw him out! Do not open fire recklessly!”
    

    

    
      “Roger!”
    

    

    
      Soon, two detectives dressed in power company uniforms, carrying toolboxes, walked to the gate of “Blackwater Security” and pressed the doorbell.
    

    

    
      “Who is it?” A wary voice came through the intercom.
    

    

    
      “Power company. Checking the line,” one detective replied.
    

    

    
      There was a short silence, then the gate creaked open.
    

    

    
      The unexpected ease stunned everyone.
    

    

    
      A foreboding feeling rose in Chen Mo’s chest.
    

    

    
      Too smooth—so smooth it felt like a trap.
    

    

    
      From behind the gate, only Liu Gang emerged.
    

    

    
      He wore a black tactical uniform, hands in his pockets, calmly observing the two “electricians” before glancing up toward the building, where a few sniper scope reflections flashed faintly.
    

    

    
      “Checking the line? You came all the way here to check mine?”
    

    

    
      “Or perhaps you’re someone else. I’m not a fan of talking in circles—speak plainly.”
    

    

    
      A faint, mocking smile curved Liu Gang’s lips.
    

    

    
      The two detectives felt their hearts leap to their throats, momentarily speechless.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Liu Gang, we’re with the Jiang City Public Security Bureau’s 【Candle Dragon】 task force,”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Chen Mo’s voice boomed through a loudspeaker across the street, “You are suspected of involvement in multiple incidents seriously endangering public safety. Please cooperate with us and come in for investigation!”
    

    

    
      With his words, dozens of SWAT officers armed with shields and rifles surged out from all directions, encircling Liu Gang.
    

    

    
      Dozens of black muzzles pointed at him from every angle.
    

    

    
      Above, police drones hovered, infrared targeting lights locking firmly onto his body.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang glanced around, his gaze finally resting on the open space in the center of the parking lot.
    

    

    
      He smiled faintly, raised both hands, and began walking step by step toward the “trap” Chen Mo had prepared for him.
    

    

    
      “Good, target is entering Zone A!”
    

    

    
      “All units standby—prepare to engage!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stared at the screen, his palms slick with sweat.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang calmly walked to the center of the parking lot, stopped, and lowered his hands.
    

    

    
      He looked at the drones circling overhead, then at the SWAT officers surrounding him, and a cold smile spread across his face.
    

    

    
      “Endangering public safety? Cooperate with investigation?”
    

    

    
      His voice was not loud, but it carried clearly to everyone present. “You want to take me back—to see how my transcendent power came to be, right?”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Chen Mo’s heart plummeted.
    

    

    
      How did he know?!
    

    

    
      A leak!
    

    

    
      “Warning! Suspect Liu Gang! Immediately surrender! Otherwise we will use force!” shouted the SWAT captain.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang ignored the warning. He slowly raised his right hand.
    

    

    
      Then, under everyone’s horrified gaze, he snapped his fingers lightly.
    

    

    
      “Then let me show you…”
    

    

    
      “…the wrath of steel.”
    

    

    
      In that instant, centered on Liu Gang, an unprecedented storm of metal erupted!
    

    

    
      “Rumble—!”
    

    

    
      The ground shook violently!
    

    

    
      Dozens of parked cars in the lot and nearby streets suddenly lifted into the air, as if seized by invisible hands!
    

    

    
      Doors, hoods, tires—every metal component disassembled, twisted, and reformed in an instant!
    

    

    
      Metal guardrails were uprooted, writhing like silver serpents!
    

    

    
      Heavy manhole covers shot skyward like whirling blades!
    

    

    
      Huge billboard panels ripped apart from high-rises, turning into a blizzard of metallic shards that merged into a sky-darkening torrent of steel!
    

    

    
      “Open fire! Open fire!”
    

    

    
      The SWAT captain screamed hysterically.
    

    

    
      Gunfire thundered. Bullets poured toward Liu Gang like rain.
    

    

    
      Yet, within three meters of his body, they froze midair—as though colliding with an invisible wall—then reversed direction, flying back even faster than before!
    

    

    
      “Puff! Puff! Puff!”
    

    

    
      Blood sprayed everywhere!
    

    

    
      The dozen SWAT officers in front didn’t even have time to scream before their own bullets riddled them like sieves!
    

    

    
      “Monster! He’s a monster!”
    

    

    
      The surviving officers broke completely. Facing this apocalyptic sight, they panicked, dropped their guns, and fled.
    

    

    
      “Snipers! Fire! Fire!” Chen Mo roared from inside the command vehicle, eyes bloodshot.
    

    

    
      Several muffled gunshots followed—high-caliber sniper rounds screamed through the air toward Liu Gang’s head.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang merely flicked his wrist.
    

    

    
      The ground beneath him cracked open, and a thick wall of reinforced concrete rose up, effortlessly blocking every bullet.
    

    

    
      “My turn.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s eyes turned frigid as he swung his right hand downward!
    

    

    
      The dozens of floating car wrecks plummeted like a meteor shower, crashing into the police positions with world-shattering force!
    

    

    
      “Boom! Boom! BOOM!”
    

    

    
      Explosions erupted one after another, fire roaring skyward!
    

    

    
      Sturdy armored police vehicles were torn apart like paper before the rampaging steel beasts!
    

    

    
      Even the elite soldiers equipped with the newest exoskeleton armor became living targets.
    

    

    
      Their proud armor became their deadliest cage—Liu Gang merely willed it, and their suits twisted and crushed inward, pulping the men inside!
    

    

    
      Inside the command vehicle, Chen Mo stared blankly at the screen, his mind blank.
    

    

    
      The plan he had been so proud of, the modern weaponry he trusted—before this overwhelming, irrational power—they all seemed absurd, laughably fragile.
    

    

    
      At the center of the chaos, Liu Gang slowly rose into the air.
    

    

    
      Countless shards of metal circled him, converging into a grotesque yet majestic throne of steel.
    

    

    
      He sat upon that throne, overlooking the inferno of his own creation, his gaze devoid of mercy—only the detached indifference of one who ruled above all.
    

    

    
      This scene was recorded clearly by countless shocked citizens from afar, trembling as they held up their phones.
    

    

    
      Within minutes, the videos spread across the entire internet like wildfire, shattering all attempts by the authorities to suppress public discourse.
    

    

    
      This time, no one claimed it was special effects. No one called it a hoax.
    

    

    
      Because that apocalyptic reality had surpassed the limits of human imagination.
    

    

    
      Transcendents were no longer whispers hidden in the shadows.
    

    

    
      They had descended before everyone—in the most violent, most domineering fashion imaginable!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Yun Ge’s apartment.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge looked at the image of Liu Gang—like a god descending from the heavens—and the burning ruins of steel beneath his feet. 
    

    

    
      A satisfied smile appeared on his face.
    

    

    
      He lifted his teacup and blew gently.
    

    

    
      “Excellent. Excellent.”
    

    

    
      “The debut of the Transcendent needs a stage grand enough.”
    

    

    
      “When the order and weapons mortals are most proud of collide with absolute power, what kind of despairing sparks will fly?”
    

    

    
      “I’m very much looking forward to it.”
    

    

    
      He took a delicate sip of tea.
    

    

    
      “Now let the mortals of the entire city witness this ‘Symphony of Steel.’”
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      Chapter 19: The Transcendent Descends
    

    

    
      Inside a residential building one kilometer away from the battlefield.
    

    

    
      “Boom——!”
    

    

    
      The massive explosion jolted Zhang Wei awake from his sleep.
    

    

    
      He was an ordinary office worker, living a monotonous life of commuting between two points every day. His greatest hobby was reading online posts about the “Transcendent” and arguing with others about whether it was real.
    

    

    
      “Which dumbass is blowing up the street in the middle of the damn night again…”
    

    

    
      Zhang Wei cursed under his breath as he climbed out of bed, walked to the window, and pulled the curtain aside, wanting to see which immoral rich kid was drag-racing again.
    

    

    
      However, the moment he opened the curtain, his whole body froze.
    

    

    
      What did he see?
    

    

    
      He saw countless cars, rebar, and iron sheets flying through the distant night sky, converging into a terrifying storm of steel.
    

    

    
      He saw flames soaring into the heavens, explosions roaring like dense thunder.
    

    

    
      He saw a man—a man like a god—seated upon a throne of metal, slowly rising into the sky.
    

    

    
      Zhang Wei’s mouth hung open wider and wider, his mind blank.
    

    

    
      He instinctively pulled out his phone, his hand trembling as he aimed it toward that apocalyptic sight.
    

    

    
      On his phone screen, that image—so clear it drove one to despair—shattered all his materialist beliefs into dust.
    

    

    
      “G-God…”
    

    

    
      He murmured, his legs giving out as he collapsed to his knees.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      At the same time, the online world completely exploded.
    

    

    
      Videos shot from countless angles and countless devices swept across all social platforms like a tidal wave.
    

    

    
      “【Live Broadcast】Holy shit! Holy shit! It’s the end of the world! Jiang City is at war!”
    

    

    
      “This isn’t special effects! I swear this isn’t special effects! I live nearby—my windows are all shattered!”
    

    

    
      “Who is that man? That man sitting in the sky?! Is he a god?!”
    

    

    
      “Steel! All the steel came alive! It’s fucking Magneto descending to Earth!”
    

    

    
      The official “debunking” announcement still hung on the trending list, looking so ironic, so ridiculous.
    

    

    
      Countless post deletions and account bans were as futile as a mantis trying to stop a chariot before this flood of real footage.
    

    

    
      In that moment, humanity’s worldview was torn open by the most primal, most violent display of transcendent power.
    

    

    
      Panic, shock, fanaticism, despair…
    

    

    
      All kinds of emotions spread through the internet like a virus.
    

    

    
      Some people knelt on the ground, bowing toward their screens and crying out in worship.
    

    

    
      Some rushed out into the streets, running aimlessly, screaming that the end had come.
    

    

    
      Some hid at home, clutching their loved ones tightly, trembling in fear.
    

    

    
      The Transcendent was no longer a whisper in the shadows, no longer a topic on a screen.
    

    

    
      It had descended before everyone—unreasonably, brutally, undeniably!
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s terrifying “metal storm” lasted for a full five minutes.
    

    

    
      In just five minutes, Liu Gang had turned a modern district into a burning graveyard of steel.
    

    

    
      After completely shredding the police encirclement and displaying godlike destructive power, Liu Gang did not linger.
    

    

    
      His goal in fighting was not slaughter, nor to battle the state to the death—but to break through, to intimidate, to make the authorities take him seriously, to negotiate as an equal rather than be dissected from above.
    

    

    
      He cast a cold glance at the burning ruins beneath his feet and made a slight motion with his right hand.
    

    

    
      Three police armored vehicles—smashed beyond recognition—suddenly “came alive” again.
    

    

    
      Countless twisted steel plates and fragments rapidly reassembled before him, and in the blink of an eye, formed a massive metallic sphere resembling a mobile fortress.
    

    

    
      The sphere’s surface bristled with sharp spikes, and between its seams protruded enormous ramming horns forged from bent guardrails—radiating a brutal beauty of post-industrial violence.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s figure slowly descended into the metallic fortress, whose seams then sealed shut.
    

    

    
      “Boom——!”
    

    

    
      With Liu Gang’s roar, the fortress of scrap iron surged forward like a maddened steel behemoth, crushing burning wreckage underfoot. 
    

    

    
      In an unstoppable charge, it tore open a massive gap in the police’s encirclement, burst onto the city’s main road, and soon disappeared into the urban jungle of steel and concrete.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      When the first light of dawn shone upon that plaza—now a war-torn ruin—the first arrest operation of 【Candle Dragon】 ended in near-total humiliation.
    

    

    
      The air reeked of burnt metal and thick blood.
    

    

    
      Twisted police car wrecks, charred armor fragments, and scattered firearms and ammunition painted a shocking post-apocalyptic tableau.
    

    

    
      Over a dozen SWAT officers were killed on the spot, dozens more severely injured. Three of the latest armored vehicles were torn into scrap, and the highly anticipated exoskeleton squad was wiped out completely—no intact corpses remained.
    

    

    
      The magnitude of the casualties cast a heavy silence over the entire task force.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood at the center of the wrecked plaza, beneath his feet the cracked cement, massive craters, solidified molten metal, and scorched asphalt.
    

    

    
      Their target had caused all this—and then left unhurried.
    

    

    
      As Chen Mo stared at the devastation, like a scene struck by a meteor, he began—for the first time—to deeply doubt his own mission.
    

    

    
      He lit a cigarette and took a deep drag, but the acrid smoke did nothing to ease the cold emptiness within.
    

    

    
      He felt less like a law enforcer and more like a foolish fisherman trying to catch a deep-sea shark with a net.
    

    

    
      Their so-called “inescapable trap” was as fragile as a child’s toy before such overwhelming power.
    

    

    
      Were they really facing a “criminal” who could be dealt with through capture and trial?
    

    

    
      He had thought he already understood how dangerous the “Transcendent” was.
    

    

    
      But only now did he realize—this wasn’t even the same dimension of warfare!
    

    

    
      What they faced was no longer human—but a new “species,” an existence from a higher plane above the established order.
    

    

    
      To use mortal laws to bind a god—was a joke in itself.
    

    

    
      Their tactics, their weapons, their experience—were crushed effortlessly before such absolute power.
    

    

    
      Pathetic, and powerless.
    

    

    
      “Captain…”
    

    

    
      Xiao Li approached, his voice hoarse. “The scene… has been cleared. All video evidence secured. Related online footage… has also been completely erased.”
    

    

    
      “Erased?”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo let out a bitter laugh. He looked up at the countless tightly shut windows on the nearby skyscrapers.
    

    

    
      He knew—how many eyes had witnessed that divine punishment that night.
    

    

    
      How many phones had recorded those images that shattered their worldview.
    

    

    
      The authorities could purge the videos online with thunderous efficiency—but they could not erase the fear and memory in people’s hearts.
    

    

    
      A seed named “Transcendent” had already taken root and begun to sprout within this city—within countless minds.
    

    

    
      What Chen Mo did not know was that his confusion and struggle at this very moment—this seemingly “out of control” scenario—was exactly the scene the hidden mastermind behind it all most wished to see.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Although the terrifying footage of the “metal storm” was erased from the internet within minutes by official means—every video, post, and discussion wiped clean—the shockwave it unleashed could no longer be contained.
    

    

    
      In countless small, private chat groups, those video fragments that had survived by luck were spreading like wildfire.
    

    

    
      “Holy shit! Is this real? Magneto descended in Jiang City?!”
    

    

    
      “Don’t talk nonsense, upstairs! You’ll get investigated! My friend’s friend was nearby—heard tons of cops died!”
    

    

    
      “Oh my god… what’s happening to this world?”
    

    

    
      While ordinary people were still arguing about whether the video was real, the storm had already stirred a massive wave in the hearts of other “players.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Inside the Shadow Faction’s clubhouse.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan, Chen Xiang, and Wang Defa were watching the live footage of that “symphony of steel” through special channels.
    

    

    
      “Holy crap… this… this is insane…”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa was so terrified by the apocalyptic scene on screen that the walnut in his hand fell to the floor. “Is that even human? That’s a damn Gundam!”
    

    

    
      “One man wiped out an entire fully armed SWAT team… If we ever went up against him…”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa couldn’t even finish his thought, his mouth dry with fear.
    

    

    
      “Seems our friend from the 【Radiance】 faction is quite the tough one.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang adjusted his glasses, his smile fading, replaced by a look of deep apprehension.
    

    

    
      But Lin Lan remained calm, sipping her wine, even showing a faintly appreciative smile.
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      She looked at the man on the steel throne and said softly, “Only a powerful enough opponent can make the game interesting.”
    

    

    
      “The officials—those enraged mad dogs—will now stop at nothing to hunt him down.”
    

    

    
      “And all we need to do… is sit quietly on the sidelines, watch them destroy each other, and then pick up the pieces.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang immediately flattered her, “Ms. Lin, this strategy of yours—‘using another’s blade to kill’—is brilliant!”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa eagerly chimed in, “Yes, yes, Ms. Lin, your foresight is unmatched!”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan ignored their praise and simply asked, “You didn’t leave any traces, did you?”
    

    

    
      “Rest assured,” Chen Xiang replied instantly. “The Deputy Bureau Chief’s body was handled cleanly. The number I used to contact Liu Gang was an offshore virtual line—destroyed right after use. It’s untraceable.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan downed her wine in one gulp, her eyes deep and unreadable.
    

    

    
      “Don’t celebrate too soon,” she said coldly, sweeping them both with a sharp glance. “The officials’ humiliating defeat may have disrupted their plans and bought us time—but it’s also provoked them beyond measure.”
    

    

    
      “An enraged state machine is far more terrifying than Liu Gang ever was.”
    

    

    
      “From now on, surveillance and enforcement will reach unprecedented levels.”
    

    

    
      “All our movements will face great restrictions.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan rose and walked to the window, overlooking the seemingly peaceful yet deeply turbulent city below.
    

    

    
      “Still, chaos means opportunity.”
    

    

    
      “All official attention will now be focused on Liu Gang, the so-called ‘terrorist.’”
    

    

    
      “And that makes this the perfect moment for us to eliminate the other prey.”
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      In Yun Ge’s apartment.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge set down his teacup, a satisfied smile playing across his lips.
    

    

    
      “The curtain has fallen on the prologue.”
    

    

    
      “Now, it’s time for the first act’s climax.”
    

    

    
      He gazed at the light-screen before him—countless glowing dots representing the frenzied, terrified, and agitated masses stirred by Liu Gang’s ‘miracle’—as though admiring the most perfect painting.
    

    

    
      “Fear is the best soil for faith.”
    

    

    
      “The birth of a ‘god’ will always bring countless believers.”
    

    

    
      “Then… when the other gods descend upon this city—what kind of spectacle will it become?”
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      Six hours after the “Metal Storm” incident occurred.
    

    

    
      At the power core of the Longxi Republic, in its capital, within a top-level conference room not open to the public—inside the Purple Light Pavilion.
    

    

    
      An unprecedented emergency meeting was being held in this windowless, signal-shielded chamber.
    

    

    
      Before the long rectangular table sat the most powerful people of the Longxi Republic.
    

    

    
      At this moment, the face of every single one of them carried an unprecedented gravity.
    

    

    
      In the center of the conference table, a holographic projection device was playing a video file marked as “Top Secret.”
    

    

    
      In the footage, a torrent of steel blotted out the sky and sun, while modern armed forces were crushed as easily as ants.
    

    

    
      That metal storm, like divine punishment itself—the godlike figure seated upon an iron throne—and that mobile fortress which crushed everything in its path, plunged the entire room into a deathly silence.
    

    

    
      Silence.
    

    

    
      A long silence.
    

    

    
      A deathly silence.
    

    

    
      For a time, only the heavy breathing of those present echoed in the still air.
    

    

    
      “This is the report from the 【Candle Dragon】 task force, sent back from Jiang City, regarding the ‘Transcendent’.”
    

    

    
      Sitting at the head of the table, an elderly man with a gaunt face and eyes deep as the sea finally broke the silence.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, speak your thoughts.”
    

    

    
      A military giant with stars on his shoulders and a face as sharp and firm as if carved by blades spoke slowly, his voice hoarse, “I can stake my decades of military experience on this—no nation or organization in the world currently possesses such an efficient and precise technology of metal manipulation.”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, according to the report from the 【Candle Dragon】 task force, we can basically confirm that an entirely unknown form of ‘Transcendent Power’ has descended.”
    

    

    
      “Gentlemen, this is not crime.”
    

    

    
      “This is war—of another kind.”
    

    

    
      “Our opponent wields powers that defy human comprehension!”
    

    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    

    
      Another man, a top academician from the National Academy of Sciences, adjusted his glasses, his complexion pale. “From the perspective of energy conservation, within a mere five minutes, he mobilized at least tens of thousands of tons of metal, causing violent deformation and high-speed motion. The energy involved is equivalent to a small tactical nuclear explosion.”
    

    

    
      “And all that energy… seemed to come from him alone.”
    

    

    
      “One man is an army.”
    

    

    
      “No, he’s even more terrifying than an army.”
    

    

    
      “I fully agree with General Li and Professor Jiang,” said a refined man wearing gold-rimmed glasses. “According to intelligence sent back from Jiang City, apart from the one codenamed ‘Iron Monarch’—Liu Gang—there are at least three other Transcendents, each with distinct abilities, codenamed ‘Titan’, ‘Zhurong’, and ‘Gale’.”
    

    

    
      “Their powers respectively involve ‘super strength’, ‘flame manipulation’, and ‘super speed’.”
    

    

    
      “Based on the autopsy of Jiang City’s first Transcendent victim, Li Ming, we also have reason to believe there exists a fifth, perhaps more, unknown form of Transcendent ability—using ‘curses’ or ‘psychic attacks’ as means.”
    

    

    
      “In just over ten days, at least five Transcendents with different abilities appeared in the same city.”
    

    

    
      “This is no coincidence.”
    

    

    
      “Behind this must lie a massive secret—or conspiracy—we have yet to uncover.”
    

    

    
      As the intelligence chief finished speaking, the conference room again fell into silence.
    

    

    
      Everyone present held high positions and had weathered countless storms.
    

    

    
      Yet this report, and the mythical footage accompanying it, had utterly overturned their understanding of the world.
    

    

    
      Finally, the elderly man sitting at the head of the table raised his eyes, as deep as an abyss.
    

    

    
      His gaze swept across everyone present. When he spoke, his tone was calm but carried an undeniable authority.
    

    

    
      “Gentlemen, now I need to know—how shall our nation, our army, and our people face this unprecedented upheaval?”
    

    

    
      “The threat level of the Jiang City incident must be reassessed.”
    

    

    
      “I propose that, effective immediately, the threat level of the Jiang City incident be raised from a ‘Major Public Security Incident’ directly to ‘Wartime Level’!”
    

    

    
      “Immediately establish the ‘National Strategic Response Group for Transcendent Affairs’, under my direct command, to coordinate all national resources to address this crisis.”
    

    

    
      “Authorize the creation of the ‘Jiang City Special Incident Joint Command Center’, composed of the military, state security, public security, and relevant technical departments. General Li will serve as the overall commander.”
    

    

    
      “Mobilize the army immediately. Bring all latest-generation weapons of mass destruction, including the ‘Skyfire’ thermobaric bombs and ‘Thunder God’ electromagnetic pulse bombs. Within twenty-four hours, complete a full military blockade around Jiang City and place the city under martial law!”
    

    

    
      “Order the National Supercomputing Center to conduct full-scale, zero-blind-spot data monitoring and analysis of Jiang City and its surrounding areas.”
    

    

    
      “Authorize the Command Center, if necessary, to take all measures—including the use of strategic-grade weapons!”
    

    

    
      The old man’s voice was calm, yet each word struck like a mountain, making everyone’s hearts pound violently.
    

    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    

    
      “Seconded.”
    

    

    
      “No objections.”
    

    

    
      Before an absolute threat, all disagreements became meaningless.
    

    

    
      Thus, an unprecedented resolution was passed unanimously at the highest level.
    

    

    
      The entire Longxi Republic—this vast, precise national machine—having been utterly provoked, finally revealed its ferocious fangs!
    

    

    
      Orders were issued from the nation’s power core, transmitted through encrypted lines to every key department.
    

    

    
      A war between the mightiest mortal forces and an incomprehensible Transcendent power was about to erupt in the city known as Jiang City!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same time, on a main avenue of Jiang City.
    

    

    
      The massive mobile fortress made of scrap iron was rampaging down the road.
    

    

    
      All vehicles along the way frantically swerved aside, clearing an unobstructed “King’s Road.”
    

    

    
      High above, several police helicopters hovered at a distance, too afraid to approach, only transmitting the target’s real-time position back to the command center.
    

    

    
      Inside the fortress, Liu Gang’s face was pale.
    

    

    
      Though he had seemed unstoppable earlier, that earth-shaking “Metal Storm” had nearly drained half of his stamina.
    

    

    
      Manipulating such an enormous amount of metal with precision and speed placed a tremendous burden on him.
    

    

    
      He needed to find a safe place to hide and recover his strength—fast.
    

    

    
      Yet he knew the authorities’ pursuit would not cease.
    

    

    
      The eyes in the sky, the networks on the ground—he was like an insect under a magnifying glass. Wherever he fled, there would be no escape.
    

    

    
      As he pondered how to shake off the pursuit, a teasing voice suddenly sounded beside his ear.
    

    

    
      “Hey! Uncle! Need a hand?”
    

    

    
      Startled, Liu Gang whipped his head around.
    

    

    
      A young man in a delivery uniform had somehow appeared beside his fortress, gliding through the air on invisible currents, keeping pace with him.
    

    

    
      “You’re that flyer—how are you here?” Liu Gang asked warily.
    

    

    
      “Relax, we’re on the same side.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie grinned and pointed toward the helicopters overhead. “If you keep running like this, they’ll wear you down eventually.”
    

    

    
      “Drop those metal chunks and come with me. I’ll get you out—they’ll never catch up.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang stared at Zhang Jie’s confident smile, hesitated for a moment, then chose to trust this suddenly appearing “teammate.”
    

    

    
      With a thought, the metallic sphere covering his body rapidly disassembled, clattering to the ground in a series of sharp metallic sounds.
    

    

    
      “Good!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie laughed heartily, leaping from a wall to land neatly beside Liu Gang.
    

    

    
      “Hold tight!”
    

    

    
      He grabbed Liu Gang’s muscular arm, then stomped hard on the ground!
    

    

    
      A powerful air current exploded outward from his feet, raising a swirl of dust around them.
    

    

    
      The next second, under the astonished gazes of countless pursuers below, Zhang Jie actually pulled Liu Gang—this man over 1.9 meters tall—straight toward the glass wall of a nearby commercial building!
    

    

    
      Their feet landed firmly against the vertical surface, as if gravity no longer applied to them.
    

    

    
      “Keep up with my rhythm!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie shouted, dragging Liu Gang along as they sprinted up the sheer building wall at breathtaking speed!
    

    

    
      “What… what is that?!”
    

    

    
      Inside the command center, Chen Mo stared at the screen, his mind once again crashing.
    

    

    
      Two living men—running up walls and leaping across rooftops like martial arts legends!
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s speed reached its peak. He pulled Liu Gang as they leapt between rooftops dozens of meters apart, weaving beneath overpasses.
    

    

    
      The helicopters above could not lock onto them in such complex terrain, while the police cars below could only watch helplessly as the two dark figures sped away overhead.
    

    

    
      Eventually, after shaking off all pursuit, Zhang Jie landed with Liu Gang atop the vast rooftop of the abandoned factory where Sun Na was staying.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang emerged from a pile of scrap iron and looked at the smug young man before him, speaking solemnly for the first time, “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      “No need for that—we’re all brothers of 【Radiance】.” Zhang Jie waved his hand casually.
    

    

    
      Just then, the factory door opened, and Sun Na stepped out, wearing a fiery leather outfit.
    

    

    
      She glanced at Liu Gang and whistled. “Yo, big guy, you sure stirred up quite the scene.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang ignored her teasing and asked evenly, “Is this place safe?”
    

    

    
      “Relax.”
    

    

    
      Sun Na pointed around them. “I’ve jammed all signals here.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Yet, they didn’t know.
    

    

    
      High above them, a hollow-eyed crow was circling.
    

    

    
      In its glassy eyes, the entire abandoned factory was reflected clearly.
    

    

    
      But the crow did not realize—it was not the only observer.
    

    

    
      At that moment, on the other side of the city, inside a dormitory at the zoo.
    

    

    
      Yang Li drew a red circle on a map, marking the location of the abandoned textile factory on the outskirts.
    

    

    
      “Found them.”
    

    

    
      She murmured softly, then picked up her phone and sent a message to an unmarked number.
    

    

    
      “Three targets located. Location: suburban textile factory.”
    

    

    
      Soon, a reply came back—“Observe and wait.”
    

    

    
      After reading it, Yang Li deleted the message and closed her eyes again, continuing to monitor the turbulent city through her animal companions.
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      Private Zhang Qiang’s Diary
    

    

    
      Date: August 12th, Clear
    

    

    
      We were urgently transferred to Jiang City.
    

    

    
      At two in the morning, while we were still asleep, the emergency assembly whistle suddenly sounded.
    

    

    
      Within fifteen minutes, everyone was on board. We carried out a six-hour motorized march, driving straight into this unfamiliar city.
    

    

    
      The external announcement claimed it was an “anti-terrorism exercise,” codename 【Forged Blade】.
    

    

    
      But the atmosphere was off.
    

    

    
      Far too off.
    

    

    
      This was nothing like any exercise I’d ever known.
    

    

    
      Each of us was issued the latest “Type 19 Non-Metal Kinetic Rifle.” The squad leader said its bullets were made from high-density ceramic composites, shellless, and could penetrate a meter-thick steel plate within effective range.
    

    

    
      I secretly weighed it in my hands. It was much lighter than the old 95-type, and its design looked so futuristic it seemed pulled straight out of a movie.
    

    

    
      The streets were filled with our men guards every three steps, sentries every five.
    

    

    
      Armed helicopters circled low in the sky, their deafening roar making people’s heads ache.
    

    

    
      It felt as if the entire city had turned into a massive iron cage.
    

    

    
      At night, we held a meeting. For the first time, the instructor spoke to us about something other than “battlefield discipline.”
    

    

    
      He told us to forget everything we’d learned about urban warfare, to forget all the tactical manuals.
    

    

    
      He said that the enemies we were about to face might not belong to any known form of life.
    

    

    
      When he finished speaking, the meeting room was so silent that I could hear my own heartbeat.
    

    

    
      Even our fearless, devil-may-care squad leader had sweat pooled in his palms.
    

    

    
      I was a little scared.
    

    

    
      But honestly, more than that, I felt an indescribable thrill.
    

    

    
      If the enemies did not belong to any known form of life—then what exactly were they?
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The army’s presence seemed to be everywhere, yet for the ordinary citizens of Jiang City, life appeared to go on almost unchanged.
    

    

    
      On the news, official media outlets were endlessly reporting about this large-scale “urban anti-terrorism joint exercise” under the codename 【Forged Blade】.
    

    

    
      On television, experts discussed various tactical points of urban combat before the cameras, praising the army’s swift response and formidable combat capabilities.
    

    

    
      Online, all videos and discussions about the “metal storm” had vanished, as if wiped away by an invisible hand.
    

    

    
      In their place appeared endless “behind-the-scenes clips of the exercise” and light-hearted posts like “the soldiers are so handsome.”
    

    

    
      Most citizens believed the official explanation, only occasionally complaining about traffic restrictions or the noise of helicopters roaring overhead.
    

    

    
      They sensed an unprecedented tension, yet thought it was merely because this “exercise” was made too realistic.
    

    

    
      However, for the eleven transcendent beings trapped within the city, this place had already become a slowly tightening iron cage.
    

    

    
      Inside an abandoned textile factory.
    

    

    
      Sun Na irritably threw her half-smoked cigarette to the ground and crushed it hard beneath her toe.
    

    

    
      “Damn it! The officials have sealed off every road! I can’t even order takeout anymore!”
    

    

    
      These past few days had driven her nearly insane.
    

    

    
      Ever since the army moved in, she, Zhang Jie, and Liu Gang had been trapped inside this broken factory, unable to take a single step outside.
    

    

    
      Armed patrols could be seen everywhere in the streets beyond.
    

    

    
      In the sky, helicopters hovered day and night without pause.
    

    

    
      “Stop complaining.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie leaned against the wall, wiping a short spear he’d made from a steel pipe. “Go out now, and you’re a live target.”
    

    

    
      The net woven by the army and the Skynet system left him with speed to spare but nowhere to use it.
    

    

    
      “They’re trying to trap us here.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang, who had been silent, finally spoke.
    

    

    
      He sat cross-legged on the ground. In front of him floated dozens of tiny objects made from screws, steel balls, and metal scraps.
    

    

    
      Under his control, these metal pieces sometimes assembled into a delicate airplane model, other times into a lifelike mechanical falcon strangely beautiful.
    

    

    
      He was doing recovery training while honing his fine control over metal at the microscopic level.
    

    

    
      “That incident completely enraged them.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang opened his eyes, gaze sharp as a hawk’s. “Now they see us as enemies of war.”
    

    

    
      “Locking down the city is only the first step. Next, they’ll start a carpet-style sweep.”
    

    

    
      “So what do we do? Just sit here and wait to die?” Sun Na’s tone brimmed with defiance.
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang uttered a single word.
    

    

    
      “Wait?”
    

    

    
      “Wait for them to come to us.”
    

    

    
      A cold glint flashed in Liu Gang’s eyes. “I’ve already turned this factory into a steel fortress. If they want to come in, they’ll pay in blood.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, we’re not the only ‘transcendent beings’ in this city.”
    

    

    
      “The officials making such a big move those hiding in the dark won’t stay idle.”
    

    

    
      “Whether they’re our comrades from 【Radiance】 or enemies from 【Shadow】, they’ll act sooner or later.”
    

    

    
      “When that happens, that’s our chance to break the siege.”
    

    

    
      At the top-floor office of the Global Center.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan calmly gazed out the window at the low-flying helicopter. Behind her gold-rimmed glasses, her eyes betrayed no emotion.
    

    

    
      To her, the army’s arrival brought not panic, but opportunity.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Wu Ce’s puppet stood beside her, reporting the latest intelligence.
    

    

    
      “Madam Lin, it’s confirmed. The military has completed the outer blockade of Jiang City.”
    

    

    
      “They’ve disguised and installed at least three hundred new energy detectors at key points throughout the city. These can monitor abnormal energy fluctuations in real time.”
    

    

    
      “In other words, any large-scale use of transcendent power will be immediately detected.”
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan nodded, satisfied. “The stronger the official power, the stricter the rules and the more it benefits us.”
    

    

    
      She paused, then asked, “What about that Liu Gang, and the ones with him Sun Na and Zhang Jie?”
    

    

    
      “The three are currently hiding in an abandoned textile factory on the outskirts. No movements so far.”
    

    

    
      “The authorities haven’t located them yet, but large-scale searches are underway.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    

    
      A subtle, meaningful smile appeared on Lin Lan’s lips. “Seems the official ‘Skynet’ isn’t all-seeing after all.”
    

    

    
      “Continue to monitor them.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Yun Ge’s apartment.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge stared at the holographic screen showing a red net made up of soldiers, police, surveillance, and detectors tightening rapidly trapping eleven glowing dots within. His face showed a satisfied smile.
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      “The cage is built, and the hounds have entered.”
    

    

    
      “The battle of the trapped beasts has only just begun.”
    

    

    
      “So then, who will be the first to bite through the cage in desperation?”
    

    

    
      “Or perhaps you’ll choose to tear out the throats of your companions first?”
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      “They’re hiding in the abandoned textile factory on the outskirts.”
    

    

    
      Inside Lin Lan’s office, her calm yet clear voice sounded.
    

    

    
      “Though the authorities have sealed off the city, it seems they still haven’t located their exact position.”
    

    

    
      “Ms. Lin, what are your instructions?” Chen Xiang’s gentle and humble voice soon came through the communicator.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stood before the vast floor-to-ceiling window, gazing at the city outside that was shrouded in an invisible net. A cold curve lifted at the corner of her lips.
    

    

    
      “Chen Xiang.”
    

    

    
      “It’s time for your performance.”
    

    

    
      “It’s time to guide the authorities toward the direction of the ‘prey’.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the command center of the 【Candle Dragon】 task force, the atmosphere was oppressive.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stared fixedly at the enormous digital sand table, where red light dots marked the last known positions of Liu Gang and Zhang Jie.
    

    

    
      “Report! We’ve sealed off the entire old industrial zone and are conducting a thorough sweep, but we’ve yet to find any trace!”
    

    

    
      Report after report made Chen Mo’s expression grow darker.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang had vanished like a drop of water into the sea it wouldn’t be easy to find him.
    

    

    
      However, just as everyone was at a loss, a new piece of information was pushed onto the main screen in the command center.
    

    

    
      “Report! The task force’s public tip email just received an anonymous encrypted message!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo abruptly raised his head.
    

    

    
      The email’s content was simple, only a few short lines:
    

    

    
      “I know who you’re looking for that monster with the surname Liu.”
    

    

    
      “He’s hiding in the abandoned textile factory on the outskirts right now.”
    

    

    
      “He has two accomplices: a woman who can control fire and a man who runs faster than the wind.”
    

    

    
      At the end of the email, there was also a very blurry video attached.
    

    

    
      In the video, a tall figure seemed to be manipulating some metallic parts, and beside him stood a woman in a leather jacket.
    

    

    
      The entire command center instantly fell silent.
    

    

    
      Everyone’s gaze focused on that email.
    

    

    
      “Immediately trace the sender’s IP address!”
    

    

    
      “Investigate the sender!” Chen Mo nearly roared the words.
    

    

    
      “Report! The sender used multiple proxies and virtual IPs. The final trace leads to a public internet café unable to track to an individual.”
    

    

    
      “Then investigate the person mentioned in the report!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s thoughts were razor-sharp. “Immediately retrieve all personnel files of former ‘Blackwater Security’ employees, especially those dismissed for gambling or misconduct!”
    

    

    
      The efficiency of the state machinery was fully displayed at that moment.
    

    

    
      In less than ten minutes, a detailed background report lay before Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “Found him!”
    

    

    
      “Wang Hao, male, 34, former senior security officer of ‘Blackwater Security’. Three months ago, he was personally dismissed by Liu Gang for organizing gambling within the company and was detained by police for fifteen days.”
    

    

    
      “This individual is a compulsive gambler, deeply in debt, and currently missing.”
    

    

    
      “According to our investigation, his personality and motive align strongly with the sender described in the email.”
    

    

    
      “What about the video attached to the email?”
    

    

    
      “After comparison, the video background matches ninety percent with the interior of the abandoned textile factory on the outskirts!”
    

    

    
      “Highly credible!”
    

    

    
      “Then investigate this informant! Li Si! I want all his information!”
    

    

    
      All clues pointed to one conclusion—the anonymous report was real!
    

    

    
      “Seems like an internal conflict,” an aide analyzed. “This Wang Hao likely reported them out of resentment after being fired.”
    

    

    
      “Send people to find this Wang Hao immediately and verify the intel!” Chen Mo ordered.
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      Then Chen Mo looked at the red-marked point on the sand table—the abandoned textile factory—and light flashed in his eyes.
    

    

    
      He immediately picked up the red emergency phone and connected with General Li, the overall commander of the joint operations.
    

    

    
      “Reporting, Commander! We’ve pinpointed the target’s hiding place!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Lin Lan’s second step was quietly unfolding.
    

    

    
      In her view, the authorities still didn’t understand what the transcendent truly meant. If those people escaped again, things would become very troublesome.
    

    

    
      So she needed a backup plan to ensure there were no mistakes.
    

    

    
      Night fell thick as ink over the abandoned textile factory.
    

    

    
      A “fleshy rat,” completely different from ordinary rodents and pitch-black all over, silently crept into the factory.
    

    

    
      It was one of Wu Ce’s proudest creations, fusing the stealth of a rat, the sonar of a bat, and the heat-sensing of a snake—a perfect infiltration tool.
    

    

    
      It easily bypassed the simple alarm devices Sun Na had placed around the perimeter and, following the ventilation duct, climbed up onto a beam inside the plant.
    

    

    
      From its viewpoint, the entire factory floor was clearly visible.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang was sitting cross-legged, eyes closed in meditation.
    

    

    
      Sun Na looked somewhat bored, occasionally flicking out tiny flames with her fingers to ignite bits of paper on the ground.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie was constantly stretching and moving. For a speed-type player, remaining still was torture.
    

    

    
      None of them noticed Wu Ce’s puppet rat quietly infiltrating the plant.
    

    

    
      Soon, the puppet rat locked onto strands of hair fallen from the three of them.
    

    

    
      It first crawled near the sofa where Sun Na had lain and picked up a strand of her hair.
    

    

    
      Then it slinked toward Liu Gang’s meditation spot and successfully found a few short hairs of his.
    

    

    
      Two targets secured—only the last one remained, Zhang Jie.
    

    

    
      However, just as it approached Zhang Jie, who was doing stretches nearby—
    

    

    
      Liu Gang suddenly opened his eyes!
    

    

    
      As a veteran who had survived countless life-or-death battles, his intuition for danger far surpassed ordinary people’s.
    

    

    
      He clearly sensed a malicious presence nearby—one that didn’t belong to any of the three of them!
    

    

    
      His gaze, sharp as twin blades, locked precisely onto Wu Ce’s puppet rat!
    

    

    
      “Rat!”
    

    

    
      With a low shout, Liu Gang flicked his right index finger before Sun Na and Zhang Jie could react!
    

    

    
      “Buzz—!”
    

    

    
      A steel ball shot out like a bullet, slicing through the air with a sharp whistle, aiming exactly at the puppet rat’s position!
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      With a faint pop, Wu Ce’s puppet rat was instantly shattered by the steel ball.
    

    

    
      However, what Liu Gang didn’t notice was that 0.1 seconds before impact, a puppet spider had ejected from the rat’s body, carrying Liu Gang and Sun Na’s hair as it silently dropped into a pile of dust in the corner.
    

    

    
      “What happened?!”
    

    

    
      Startled, Sun Na and Zhang Jie immediately stood alert.
    

    

    
      “Something was watching us.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang stood and walked over to where the puppet rat had been, crouching to inspect the small puddle of black liquid on the ground. His eyes were cold as he pinched some of the hot residue between his fingers.
    

    

    
      The texture was strange—not like any normal animal’s blood.
    

    

    
      He glanced around. That chilling sensation of being watched from moments ago was gone, but he could still feel it lingering faintly.
    

    

    
      “Someone from 【Shadow】?” Sun Na’s expression turned grim.
    

    

    
      “Whoever it is,” Liu Gang said, clapping the dust from his hands, “it seems we can’t stay here much longer.”
    

    

    
      The three fell silent. A suffocating sense of being hunted pressed upon their hearts.
    

    

    
      They didn’t know that while they scanned their surroundings, the tiny puppet spider had quietly crawled back into a dark crevice, following its silken thread.
    

    

    
      Minutes later, outside the factory, a crow perched on a tall tree, preening its feathers, suddenly opened its beak.
    

    

    
      The puppet spider emerged from a drainage pipe and tossed the strands of hair precisely into the crow’s mouth.
    

    

    
      The crow shut its beak and took flight, a streak of black lightning vanishing into the night.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “The mission failed—we were discovered.”
    

    

    
      Wu Ce’s voice came through the puppet crow to Lin Lan’s ears. “Liu Gang’s alertness far exceeded my expectations. I only obtained Liu Gang and Sun Na’s samples. I couldn’t get near that speed-type transcendent.”
    

    

    
      “No matter.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan looked at the two strands of hair sealed in a plastic bag that Wu Ce handed her, showing little sign of disappointment.
    

    

    
      “It’s enough.”
    

    

    
      Her tone was calm. “Weakening those two is sufficient for my plan.”
    

    

    
      “The rest, leave it to Wang Defa.”
    

    

    
      She placed the two strands of hair into a new envelope.
    

    

    
      Then she dialed Wang Defa’s number.
    

    

    
      “The items are at the usual place.”
    

    

    
      “I want them to have no strength left to resist when facing the army’s siege.”
    

    

    
      However, neither Lin Lan nor Wu Ce noticed—
    

    

    
      A common sparrow hovering in the air tilted its head, its beady black eyes quietly observing everything below.
    

    

    
      Inside the zoo dormitory, Yang Li slowly opened her eyes.
    

    

    
      Her brows furrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      “A player who can control animals? So I’m not the only one?”
    

    

    
      “No… that didn’t feel like a living being. It felt more like… a puppet.”
    

    

    
      She immediately took out her phone and sent this vital piece of intelligence to her unseen but trusted ally—【Embalmer】Su Wan.
    

    

    
      “I discovered a transcendent who can ‘create’ and ‘control’ non-living puppets.”
    

    

    
      “They just stole something from Liu Gang’s group.”
    

    

    
      On the other end, in the funeral home, Su Wan read the message. A flicker of gravity crossed her calm eyes.
    

    

    
      She replied: “Understood. Keep close watch on them and see what they intend, but be careful not to expose yourself.”
    

    

    
      Then she opened a locked drawer, gazing at her notebook filled with player profiles and ability hypotheses, lost in thought.
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      Chapter 23: The Assassin and the Curse
    

    

    
      “Golden Splendor” KTV, Emperor Suite.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa had just finished the curse ritual that had drained nearly all his strength. He collapsed onto the sofa, savoring the chilled towel and fruit platter handed to him by his subordinates.
    

    

    
      He didn’t notice that, within the dusty ventilation duct above the suite, a rat was watching every movement that had just taken place, recording it all down to the smallest detail.
    

    

    
      That eerie altar, the straw effigy bound with human hair, the candles burning with ghostly green flames, and Wang Defa’s sinister, witch-like incantations…
    

    

    
      Every image and sound was transmitted through a power that transcended modern technology, clearly reflected into another mind on the other side of the city—Yang Li’s.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the dormitory at the zoo.
    

    

    
      Yang Li abruptly sat up in bed, a layer of fine sweat beading on her forehead.
    

    

    
      “Curse…”
    

    

    
      She murmured under her breath, her eyes filled with shock and deep disgust.
    

    

    
      Through the eyes of the rat, Yang Li had witnessed the entire curse ritual in real time, allowing her, for the first time, to truly feel the venomous and sinister nature of the 【Shadow】 faction.
    

    

    
      They didn’t even need direct contact—just from tens of kilometers away, they could silently and invisibly take a person’s life.
    

    

    
      This 【Curse Master】 was the most lethal long-range attacker of the 【Shadow】 faction, and the greatest threat to all 【Radiance】 players!
    

    

    
      He had to be eliminated immediately!
    

    

    
      Yang Li’s gaze turned cold and sharp, showing a calm decisiveness far beyond her eighteen years.
    

    

    
      She immediately contacted Su Wan through encrypted chat software.
    

    

    
      【Yang Li】: “I’ve been tracking those puppet animals. I saw them deliver Liu Gang’s and the others’ hair to a woman.”
    

    

    
      “Then that woman handed the hair to a man. That man just used the hair to launch a curse on Liu Gang and Sun Na!”
    

    

    
      Less than ten seconds after sending the message, Su Wan’s reply came through.
    

    

    
      【Su Wan】: “Location?”
    

    

    
      【Yang Li】: “Golden Splendor KTV, Emperor Suite. The target is a greasy, middle-aged fat man.”
    

    

    
      【Su Wan】: “What’s his current state?”
    

    

    
      【Yang Li】: “Extremely weak, like he’s been completely drained. I guess that kind of curse consumes a lot of his own energy—he can’t possibly cast another one anytime soon.”
    

    

    
      【Su Wan】: “This is the best time to eliminate him.”
    

    

    
      【Yang Li】: “I’ll go right now.”
    

    

    
      【Su Wan】: “Don’t.”
    

    

    
      Yang Li froze at the message.
    

    

    
      【Su Wan】: “Your transcendent ability isn’t combat-type. If you act rashly now and get exposed to the authorities, we’ll all be in danger.”
    

    

    
      【Yang Li】: “Then what should we do? Just sit and watch Liu Gang and Sun Na get cursed to death?”
    

    

    
      【Su Wan】: “Pass the intel to them.”
    

    

    
      【Su Wan】: “They’re combat-type transcendents, and they’ve already been exposed to the authorities—so it’s fine for them to act.”
    

    

    
      “You just need to stay as a silent observer and guide them.”
    

    

    
      “And remind them—the official purge could start at any time.”
    

    

    
      Su Wan’s plan made Yang Li instantly understand her intent.
    

    

    
      【Yang Li】: “Understood.”
    

    

    
      After ending the communication, Yang Li moved into action.
    

    

    
      She walked to the window and blew a sharp, clear whistle into the night sky.
    

    

    
      Moments later, a hawk with a wingspan of over two meters descended silently onto her windowsill, like a phantom of the night.
    

    

    
      Yang Li swiftly wrote down Wang Defa’s location, ability, and current weakened condition on a slip of paper, then carefully tied it to the hawk’s sharp talon.
    

    

    
      “Go!”
    

    

    
      She stroked the hawk’s feathers and gave the command.
    

    

    
      With a piercing cry, the hawk spread its wings and soared upward, streaking toward the direction of the abandoned textile factory on the outskirts of the city like an arrow released from a bow.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the textile factory, at the same moment Wang Defa launched his curse.
    

    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    

    
      Sun Na let out a pained groan, clutching her chest as her face instantly turned deathly pale.
    

    

    
      A powerful wave of weakness surged through her like a tide, draining every ounce of strength from her body.
    

    

    
      She felt as if an icy hand had seized her heart, each beat stabbing her with searing pain.
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie immediately asked, alarmed.
    

    

    
      “I… I don’t know…” Sun Na’s voice trembled. “I feel… so cold, and my strength’s gone…”
    

    

    
      Before she could finish, Liu Gang suddenly opened his eyes. Beads of sweat covered his forehead, and his once-sharp gaze had dulled.
    

    

    
      “My body… something’s wrong.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s voice was low and hoarse. “My strength… it’s fading.”
    

    

    
      As a battle-hardened soldier, he knew his own body better than anyone.
    

    

    
      But now, he could clearly feel his vitality being devoured at an unnatural rate by some unknown force.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s expression darkened as he watched his comrades weaken before his eyes.
    

    

    
      Something had gone terribly wrong!
    

    

    
      “Damn it! Were we poisoned? Or drugged?” Sun Na asked in panic.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang forced himself to stay calm through the weakness. “Our food and water were separate—no chance of poisoning.”
    

    

    
      “And this feeling… it’s not like toxins.”
    

    

    
      His gaze swept over Sun Na, then he felt the vanishing power within his own body. A terrifying thought surfaced in his mind.
    

    

    
      “Remember that death notice? The one about the player called 【Hermit】.”
    

    

    
      Sun Na’s expression sank instantly. “I remember. Don’t tell me… we’re in the same situation as that 【Hermit】?!”
    

    

    
      “The rat!”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s eyes suddenly blazed with realization. He remembered that strange puppet rat he had killed the day before!
    

    

    
      “That rat yesterday! Its target was us!”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s voice trembled with fury. “It took something from us—like… fallen hair!”
    

    

    
      “Hair?” Sun Na and Zhang Jie were stunned.
    

    

    
      “Yes! The 【Shadow】 faction must have someone who can attack us remotely through some kind of medium!”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang slammed his fist against a steel plate, producing a dull clang—but far weaker than before.
    

    

    
      “Curse! We’ve been cursed!”
    

    

    
      The word alone sent chills down all three of their spines.
    

    

    
      “What do we do now? We don’t even know where the enemy is!” Sun Na’s tone carried a hint of despair.
    

    

    
      The factory fell into heavy silence, broken only by their ragged breathing.
    

    

    
      Just as they were lost and helpless—
    

    

    
      A sharp, piercing eagle’s cry rang out from above, shattering the silence.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie looked up sharply. A massive hawk circled above them, its keen eyes locked onto him.
    

    

    
      “What the—”
    

    

    
      Before Zhang Jie could react, the hawk folded its wings and dove like a fighter jet, landing precisely on his arm.
    

    

    
      He then noticed a slip of paper tied to the hawk’s claw.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie carefully untied and unfolded it—his pupils shrank sharply.
    

    

    
      The message on the note made everything clear in an instant!
    

    

    
      “Curse! It’s the 【Curse Master】 of the 【Shadow】 faction!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie read the words aloud.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang and Sun Na’s faces filled with sudden understanding and blazing fury.
    

    

    
      “Wang Defa… Golden Splendor KTV…”
    

    

    
      Sun Na gnashed her teeth, her eyes burning with vengeance. “I’ll burn that bastard to ashes myself!”
    

    

    
      She tried to stand, but her body was like a puddle of mud—she collapsed as soon as she exerted herself.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang wasn’t faring any better; even lifting an arm was an effort.
    

    

    
      “Who’s helping us?” Zhang Jie asked.
    

    

    
      “Our teammate! Someone from the 【Radiance】 faction!”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang leaned against the wall, gasping heavily, but his eyes still burned with the ferocity of a wounded lion.
    

    

    
      He looked at Zhang Jie—the only one still standing—and mustered all his remaining strength. “Kid…”
    

    

    
      “Our lives… are in your hands now.”
    

    

    
      “Find him. Kill him!”
    

    

    
      “Only by killing him can we lift this curse!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie stared at Liu Gang’s weakened form, fury rising within him.
    

    

    
      He nodded firmly, eyes ablaze with vengeance. “Leave it to me!”
    

    

    
      Then Zhang Jie turned and followed the hawk out of the factory.
    

    

    
      “You must… succeed!”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang roared with his remaining strength as Zhang Jie’s figure disappeared.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie didn’t look back—he simply raised an “OK” sign over his shoulder.
    

    

    
      The next second, he followed the soaring hawk into the boundless night, like an arrow shot from a bowstring.
    

    

    
      The first counterattack from the 【Radiance】 faction had officially begun!
    

    

    
      However, just moments after Zhang Jie vanished into the darkness—
    

    

    
      “Woooo—Woooo—Woooo—!”
    

    

    
      Ear-splitting alarms blared like a death knell, echoing across the factory grounds!
    

    

    
      Dozens of bright, blinding searchlights cut through the sky, illuminating the entire abandoned textile factory as bright as day!
    

    

    
      Above, the thunderous roar of armed helicopters drew near, their rotor wash rattling the corrugated metal rooftops.
    

    

    
      On the ground, countless armored vehicles and heavily armed soldiers surged out from the darkness like a tidal wave, sealing off the factory completely!
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      Chapter 24: Desperation and the Assault
    

    

    
      【Candle Dragon】Command Center.
    

    

    
      After receiving that anonymous report, Chen Mo immediately mobilized the military’s reconnaissance satellites and several high-altitude, long-endurance drones to conduct twenty-four-hour continuous surveillance over the abandoned textile factory area on the outskirts of the city.
    

    

    
      Very soon, clearer intelligence was compiled on his desk.
    

    

    
      “Report! Thermal imaging scan shows three humanoid heat sources inside the target building. Vital signs are stable.”
    

    

    
      “Report! We detected faint signal interference in the target area. The other side has a strong counter-reconnaissance capability!”
    

    

    
      All evidence pointed to a single fact — that monster Liu Gang and his two accomplices were hiding there!
    

    

    
      “Looks like that report was real.”
    

    

    
      The “Deputy Bureau Chief” disguise of Chen Xiang slammed his hand on the table, a flash of irrepressible excitement crossing his face. “Comrade Chen Mo, we can’t wait any longer! I order the immediate execution of Operation 【Decapitation】!”
    

    

    
      “No!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo rejected flatly. “The targets are already alert. Judging from the environment, the terrain there is complex, full of metal he can manipulate. A direct assault would cost too many lives!”
    

    

    
      “Then what do you want? Wait for them to run?!” the “Deputy Bureau Chief” roared.
    

    

    
      “We can surround them first, then issue a warning.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo argued firmly. “We should at least try to communicate with them—find out what their objective is!”
    

    

    
      “Sentimental fool!”
    

    

    
      The “Deputy Bureau Chief” jabbed a finger toward Chen Mo’s face. “You’re being irresponsible to the people! To the comrades who have already sacrificed themselves!”
    

    

    
      While the two were still arguing, the highest directive from the capital was transmitted down.
    

    

    
      Authorization granted for the 【Candle Dragon】 Command Center to handle the matter at full discretion, permitted to use any necessary means—so long as the social impact was kept to a minimum.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside the abandoned textile factory, the shrill wail of sirens tore through the silence before dawn.
    

    

    
      Dozens of blinding searchlights pierced the darkness from all directions, illuminating the entire industrial complex as bright as daylight, driving away every shadow.
    

    

    
      In the sky above, more than a dozen WZ-10 attack helicopters circled like vultures. The dark muzzles of their cannons and rocket pods were locked dead on every corner of the factory.
    

    

    
      On the ground, dozens of tracked “Changying” infantry fighting vehicles and quadrupedal combat robots—like enormous steel spiders—rolled slowly out of the darkness, forming an airtight ring of iron around the site.
    

    

    
      Five kilometers away, inside a mobile command vehicle, Colonel codename “Thunder Hawk” stared coldly at the live feed transmitted to his screen.
    

    

    
      Thermal imaging showed two abnormal high-energy signals inside the factory.
    

    

    
      “All units, attention.”
    

    

    
      Thunder Hawk’s voice came crisply over the encrypted channel, reaching every combat team. “Target locked.”
    

    

    
      “Commence indiscriminate fire coverage—now!” His tone was icy, devoid of emotion.
    

    

    
      The instant the order was given, a death symphony composed of steel and gunpowder erupted!
    

    

    
      “Ratatatatatatata—!”
    

    

    
      More than a dozen attack helicopters opened fire simultaneously. 
    

    

    
      The cannons spewed tongues of destruction, and countless tracer rounds streaked through the air like a storm of meteors, shredding the corrugated iron roof of the factory in seconds!
    

    

    
      On the ground, the automatic grenade launchers of the IFVs roared, while the spider-like robots fired salvoes of miniature rockets.
    

    

    
      Bullets, grenades, micro-rockets—
    

    

    
      In mere seconds, countless embodiments of death and destruction engulfed the massive factory spanning thousands of square meters!
    

    

    
      Explosions boomed one after another, flames soared skyward, and thick smoke and dust blanketed the heavens.
    

    

    
      Under the saturation fire of modern war machines, the factory became a vision of hell itself.
    

    

    
      Inside the factory.
    

    

    
      At the very first wave of attack, Sun Na let out a piercing scream, forcing out every last shred of power remaining within her!
    

    

    
      “Hold on for me—dammit!”
    

    

    
      Her palms slammed against the ground, and a crimson wall of flame—several meters high and compressed from intensely concentrated fire—erupted upward like a blazing shield, barely blocking the barrage before her and Liu Gang.
    

    

    
      Countless bullets and shrapnel struck the wall, making crackling “pa-pa-pa” sounds before melting instantly.
    

    

    
      But the wall’s color was fading visibly fast; it wouldn’t last long.
    

    

    
      “It’s no use…”
    

    

    
      Leaning against a machine behind him, Liu Gang gasped heavily, his body weighed down by the curse’s burden as if filled with lead.
    

    

    
      “Their firepower is too strong… we won’t last much longer.”
    

    

    
      Sun Na bit her lip, blood trickling from the corner of her mouth, her body trembling violently from exhaustion. “It’s still better than waiting to die!”
    

    

    
      “You’re right…”
    

    

    
      A glint of grim determination flashed in Liu Gang’s eyes. “We’re… not dead yet.”
    

    

    
      He extended his trembling right hand—and clenched it tight!
    

    

    
      “—Rise!”
    

    

    
      With his roar—like that of a wounded beast—all the metal within the factory came alive!
    

    

    
      The giant lathes, abandoned spinning machines, overhead steel beams, even the buried metal pipes beneath the ground—
    

    

    
      Every scrap of steel groaned, twisted, and deformed, as if summoned by a king’s command, surging madly toward Liu Gang and Sun Na’s position!
    

    

    
      Layer upon layer, the metals wrapped around them, forming a massive steel fortress—ugly, jagged, spiked, yet thick and unyielding enough to crush hope itself!
    

    

    
      “Boom—!”
    

    

    
      At the final moment before the fortress sealed shut, Sun Na’s wall of fire finally collapsed, shattered by a rocket blast.
    

    

    
      The violent shockwave and shrapnel slammed against the newly formed iron bulwark, producing a deafening metallic roar and showering a storm of sparks.
    

    

    
      Inside, Sun Na spat a mouthful of blood and fell unconscious.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s vision darkened—he was barely holding onto consciousness.
    

    

    
      He knew this was his limit.
    

    

    
      The fortress of steel weighing several tons was his final line of defense.
    

    

    
      Once it fell, there would be no doubt—he and Sun Na would be torn apart.
    

    

    
      “Kid…”
    

    

    
      Leaning against the cold metal wall, Liu Gang saw in his mind the determined eyes of Zhang Jie as he left.
    

    

    
      “You… better make it…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Over Jiang City’s night sky, a black shadow streaked between the towering buildings at a speed beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie had pushed the power of 【Windrunner】 to its absolute limit.
    

    

    
      Air currents formed invisible platforms beneath his feet, letting him stride effortlessly across vertical walls and narrow gaps, each leap spanning dozens of meters.
    

    

    
      His figure was like a specter flying close to the ground, leaving the howling police cars far behind on the streets below.
    

    

    
      Above him, a majestic eagle soared—its razor-sharp eyes serving as his perfect navigator, guiding him along the fastest path toward the “Golden Splendor” KTV.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s last words—“Kid, our lives are in your hands now”—echoed in his ears like war drums, fueling him with endless rage and resolve.
    

    

    
      “【Cursemaster】…”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie gritted his teeth, his eyes burning with the fire of vengeance. “You just wait for me!”
    

    

    
      “I’ll rip your damn head off myself!”
    

    

    
      The air burst beneath his feet again, launching him like a shell fired from a cannon, streaking through the sky in a blur invisible to the naked eye, charging straight toward his target!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the mobile command vehicle.
    

    

    
      “Report! Target has formed a massive metallic compound—conventional weapons cannot penetrate!”
    

    

    
      “Requesting permission to use ‘Armor-Piercer Type-7’ bunker-buster rounds!”
    

    

    
      “Permission granted.”
    

    

    
      Colonel Thunder Hawk gave the cold order.
    

    

    
      Moments later, several soldiers unloaded sinister-looking rocket launchers from their vehicles, aiming squarely at the ugly steel fortress.
    

    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    

    
      “Whoosh—!”
    

    

    
      Several armor-piercers streaked through the air, striking the same spot on the fortress.
    

    

    
      “Boom—!”
    

    

    
      The explosion, powerful enough to pierce a meter of reinforced concrete, shook the entire fortress violently. A massive dent appeared at the impact point, spiderweb cracks spreading rapidly outward.
    

    

    
      Inside, Liu Gang coughed up a mouthful of blood. His consciousness was on the brink of collapse.
    

    

    
      He could feel it—his fortress wouldn’t hold much longer.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Yun Ge’s apartment.
    

    

    
      The enormous light screen was split into two halves.
    

    

    
      On the left was Zhang Jie’s first-person view, racing through the city—the roaring wind and the blur of lights conveying pure speed and fury.
    

    

    
      On the right was the battlefield’s overhead view—the factory drowning in explosions, and the trembling steel fortress, filled with tragedy and despair.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge swirled the whiskey glass in his hand with elegant grace. The amber liquid traced a smooth arc along the crystal rim.
    

    

    
      In his eyes gleamed the calm appreciation of a theater connoisseur.
    

    

    
      “The tragic guardian, and the swift avenger.”
    

    

    
      “Two classic dramas unfolding at once.”
    

    

    
      Then, his gaze drifted to the right-hand screen, at the fearless soldiers and the cold war machines.
    

    

    
      “The discipline and organization of mortals—how far can they go against the transcendent?”
    

    

    
      “This is truly… a magnificent performance.”
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      Chapter 25: Massacre and Beheading
    

    

    
      “Golden Splendor” KTV.
    

    

    
      The infamous den of extravagance in Jiang City was still ablaze with dazzling lights and decadent luxury.
    

    

    
      Amid the deafening music, countless men and women twisted their bodies wildly in the dance floor, releasing their excess hormones.
    

    

    
      No one knew that a storm was about to descend upon this place.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      The thick glass doors of the KTV shattered under an invisible force!
    

    

    
      Glass shards exploded like scattered stars, flying in all directions. Accompanied by the shrill wail of the alarm, the sound instantly tore through the debauchery.
    

    

    
      The music stopped abruptly.
    

    

    
      Everyone in the dance floor froze, staring in shock toward the entrance.
    

    

    
      A man in a courier’s uniform, wearing a cap and a mask, stepped in from the broken doorway, his entire body emanating a chilling killing intent.
    

    

    
      “Damn it! Where did this lunatic come from?! He dares to wreck Brother Fa’s place!”
    

    

    
      The suited guards at the door were the first to react. Cursing, they grabbed the riot batons beside them and rushed toward Zhang Jie.
    

    

    
      “Get out of my way!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s eyes were devoid of emotion—only a blazing fury burned within them.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even glance at the approaching thugs. He simply swung his hand forward.
    

    

    
      “Whoosh—!”
    

    

    
      A compressed air current, nearly invisible to the naked eye, lashed out like the whip of an unseen giant!
    

    

    
      The guards charging at the front didn’t even touch Zhang Jie’s sleeve before being hurled backward as if struck head-on by a speeding truck. Blood sprayed from their mouths as their bodies smashed into the lounge seats, leaving the place in chaos.
    

    

    
      The entire hall instantly fell into a deathly silence.
    

    

    
      Everyone stared, dumbfounded, at the unbelievable scene before them.
    

    

    
      “Ah——!”
    

    

    
      A shrill scream shattered the stillness and detonated the panic.
    

    

    
      Guests screamed and shoved one another as they stampeded toward the emergency exits. Chaos erupted.
    

    

    
      Inside the Emperor’s VIP room.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa, who had been enjoying a beauty feeding him grapes, jumped in fright at the sudden commotion outside.
    

    

    
      “What the hell is going on out there?!” he roared into the intercom.
    

    

    
      A terrified voice came from the other end: “B-Brother Fa! It’s bad! A… a monster broke in!”
    

    

    
      “Monster?”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa kicked the woman beside him away, nearly stumbling from his cursed, weakened body.
    

    

    
      “Useless! All of you are useless! Stop him! Everyone, go!”
    

    

    
      He screamed in panic, for he knew it must be someone from 【Radiance】 coming for revenge!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the narrow hallway, dozens of alerted thugs—wielding machetes and steel pipes—blocked the only passage.
    

    

    
      “Brothers! Brother Fa said, whoever cuts him once gets a hundred grand!”
    

    

    
      Tempted by the reward, the desperate men’s eyes turned blood-red as they roared and charged at Zhang Jie.
    

    

    
      But they had no idea what kind of monster they were facing.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie moved.
    

    

    
      He rushed forward, his speed surpassing the limits of human sight!
    

    

    
      In the thugs’ eyes, his figure split into dozens of blurred afterimages, impossible to track.
    

    

    
      All they felt was a cold wind brushing past their necks.
    

    

    
      “Pfft!”
    

    

    
      The Scar-faced man leading the charge still wore a cruel grin when a thin line of blood suddenly appeared on his throat.
    

    

    
      He clutched his neck in disbelief as blood spurted through his fingers, his body collapsing limply to the floor.
    

    

    
      He never knew how he died.
    

    

    
      The slaughter began.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s figure became a whirlwind of death in the narrow corridor.
    

    

    
      Under his control, the air itself turned into countless razor-sharp blades.
    

    

    
      Every flicker of movement, every wave of his hand, carried invisible wind-edges slicing through the air.
    

    

    
      With each wind-edge that flashed, someone fell silently—hands clutching at their throat or heart.
    

    

    
      The corridor filled with screams, wails, the splatter of blood, and the dull thuds of bodies hitting the ground.
    

    

    
      This was no battlefield—it was a slaughterhouse.
    

    

    
      A one-sided massacre of mortals by a transcendent being.
    

    

    
      The remaining thugs completely broke.
    

    

    
      Watching their comrades die mysteriously one after another, seeing that ghostlike figure flickering through them, the last remnants of courage shattered.
    

    

    
      “G-ghost!”
    

    

    
      “He’s not human! He’s a demon!”
    

    

    
      They threw down their weapons, crying and screaming, scrambling to crawl away—anything to distance themselves from the god of death.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie ignored the scattering rabble.
    

    

    
      He stepped through the corridor strewn with corpses and stopped before the ornate, dragon-carved door of the Emperor’s suite.
    

    

    
      He raised his foot—and kicked it hard.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the abandoned textile factory on the outskirts of the city—
    

    

    
      The “beheading” operation targeting Liu Gang and Sun Na had entered its final stage.
    

    

    
      “Report! The target aggregate’s outer armor has sustained extensive cracking! ‘Wallbreaker,’ prepare!”
    

    

    
      A commando captain in exoskeleton armor reported calmly into the communicator.
    

    

    
      Soon, two soldiers carried a strange-looking device toward the crumbling steel fortress.
    

    

    
      It was the high-frequency sonic oscillator known as the “Wallbreaker.”
    

    

    
      One soldier pressed the emitter tightly against the most fractured section of the fortress wall.
    

    

    
      “Activate!”
    

    

    
      “Wmmm——!”
    

    

    
      A piercing sonic wave erupted instantly!
    

    

    
      Visible ripples spread across the steel surface like waves on a disturbed lake.
    

    

    
      The multi-ton fortress quivered, cracks spider-webbing outward.
    

    

    
      Another soldier seized the moment, aiming a liquid-nitrogen sprayer at the fissures and releasing a torrent of ultra-cold frost.
    

    

    
      “Zzzzzz——”
    

    

    
      White vapor spread rapidly. Under alternating extreme heat and cold, the steel groaned under the strain, becoming brittle and fragile.
    

    

    
      Inside the fortress—
    

    

    
      Liu Gang and Sun Na bled from their seven orifices, their minds reeling from the assaulting sound waves.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang could feel his psychic link to the fortress being forcibly severed.
    

    

    
      His final line of defense was about to collapse.
    

    

    
      “Roar——!”
    

    

    
      In the last fading flicker of consciousness, Liu Gang drew upon the iron will of a soldier and unleashed one final, defiant roar.
    

    

    
      He poured every remaining drop of his psychic energy outward!
    

    

    
      In that instant, the steel fortress seemed to come alive!
    

    

    
      “Pfft! Pfft! Pfft!”
    

    

    
      Countless sharp spikes of twisted rebar and iron, several meters long, shot out from the inner walls like the quills of a furious porcupine!
    

    

    
      A soldier who failed to dodge in time didn’t even have a chance to scream—his exoskeleton armor, designed to withstand heavy bullets, was pierced instantly by multiple spikes, pinning him dead to the wall.
    

    

    
      But that was Liu Gang’s last act of resistance.
    

    

    
      After the outburst, he could no longer hold on. His vision went black, and he lost consciousness completely.
    

    

    
      “Boom——!”
    

    

    
      Deprived of psychic support, the steel fortress collapsed, crumbling back into a heap of twisted scrap.
    

    

    
      Among the debris, Liu Gang and Sun Na lay exposed beneath cold gun barrels like two lambs awaiting slaughter.
    

    

    
      Inside the mobile command vehicle—
    

    

    
      Colonel “Thunder Hawk” watched the two dying figures on the screen, a mocking smile tugging at his lips.
    

    

    
      “So this is the so-called transcendent that everyone praises?”
    

    

    
      “Pathetic.”
    

    

    
      To him, so-called supernatural power was nothing before the absolute might of state machinery and advanced weaponry.
    

    

    
      “Assault team, prepare to enter. Capture the targets.”
    

    

    
      He gave the order casually.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Bang——!”
    

    

    
      The door to the Emperor’s suite in the KTV burst open under Zhang Jie’s kick.
    

    

    
      Inside, Wang Defa cowered in a corner of the sofa while a few loyal bodyguards shielded him.
    

    

    
      “D-don’t come any closer!”
    

    

    
      Wang Defa’s voice trembled as he looked at the man standing in the doorway like a god of death.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie said nothing. He only stared coldly at him with eyes blazing with fury.
    

    

    
      Then, his figure vanished once again.
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      Chapter 26: The End of the Curse
    

    

    
      Inside the Emperor Suite of the KTV.
    

    

    
      When Zhang Jie knocked down all of Wang Defa’s thugs and appeared before him, Wang Defa’s overwhelming instinct to survive made him tumble off the sofa, crawling and kneeling on the floor, frantically kowtowing to Zhang Jie.
    

    

    
      “Don’t… don’t kill me! Big brother! Spare my life, hero!”
    

    

    
      Tears and mucus streamed down his face. There was not a trace left of the so-called transcendent; he looked like nothing more than a wretched, tail-wagging stray dog begging for its life.
    

    

    
      “I… I know I was wrong! I’ll never dare again!”
    

    

    
      “It was all Lin Lan! That woman forced me to do it! She’s the real mastermind!”
    

    

    
      In order to live, Wang Defa betrayed his teammate without the slightest hesitation.
    

    

    
      “As long as you let me go, I… I’ll be your dog! I’ll tell you all the intel about everyone in 【Shadow】! I’ll help you kill them!”
    

    

    
      However, Zhang Jie merely looked at him coldly, as though watching a pathetic clown.
    

    

    
      The fire of vengeance had already burned away the last trace of mercy in his heart.
    

    

    
      He slowly raised his hand, clenched it lightly in Wang Defa’s direction.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa’s eyes widened in terror as he realized he couldn’t make a sound.
    

    

    
      His mouth gaped open, but his throat only let out a wheezing “huh… huh…” sound, as if an invisible hand had gripped his neck in a deathly choke.
    

    

    
      Then, a crushing sense of suffocation struck!
    

    

    
      The air around him seemed to be completely drained away.
    

    

    
      He struggled desperately to breathe, but only inhaled emptiness.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie had used his control over wind to create a small “vacuum zone” around Wang Defa, silently stripping him of both breath and voice.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa’s face turned a dark, congested purple, his eyes bulging and bloodshot.
    

    

    
      He writhed and rolled in agony on the floor, clawing desperately at his own neck, fingernails bending backward, yet still unable to draw in a single breath of air.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie watched him in silence, eyes cold as ice.
    

    

    
      He wanted this venomous scum—who had killed his teammates through deceit and almost taken Liu Gang and Sun Na’s lives as well—to die in the most excruciating agony and despair imaginable.
    

    

    
      When Wang Defa’s consciousness began to blur and his body convulsed violently from asphyxiation, Zhang Jie finally lost the last of his patience.
    

    

    
      He brought his right hand together, fingers like a blade, and slashed gently toward Wang Defa’s neck.
    

    

    
      A “wind blade,” sharp as substance and thin as a cicada’s wing, shot forth.
    

    

    
      “Pfft—”
    

    

    
      A soft sound.
    

    

    
      Wang Defa’s head flew high into the air, tumbling twice before landing, his face still frozen in disbelief and sheer terror.
    

    

    
      The headless corpse twitched a few times on the floor as blood gushed from its neck like a fountain, dyeing the expensive carpet crimson.
    

    

    
      【Shadow】 faction player 【Cursemaster】 has fallen
    

    

    
      【Current remaining players: 【Radiance】—7, 【Shadow】—3】
    

    

    
      At the moment of his death, every surviving player heard that cold, emotionless system prompt echo in their minds simultaneously.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Abandoned textile factory.
    

    

    
      At the very same second Wang Defa was decapitated—
    

    

    
      The unconscious Liu Gang and Sun Na suddenly regained awareness, feeling a lightness throughout their bodies.
    

    

    
      That sinister force—like maggots gnawing at their bones, endlessly devouring their vitality—vanished without a trace!
    

    

    
      Their power… had returned!
    

    

    
      That same volcanic surge of power flooded back into their limbs and bones!
    

    

    
      More than that—after surviving death itself and enduring the “tempering” of the curse, they felt their power had become even purer, even stronger!
    

    

    
      “【Cursemaster】…”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang’s eyes snapped open, radiating a terrifying gleam. “That kid… he did it!”
    

    

    
      At that moment, several assault troopers clad in exoskeleton armor stormed up to them, black gun muzzles aimed squarely at their heads.
    

    

    
      “Targets incapacitated, prepare to detai—”
    

    

    
      Before the captain could finish speaking, he met Liu Gang’s eyes—eyes like those of a primordial beast.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang and Sun Na exchanged a glance, seeing the same naked resolve and madness in each other’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Become test subjects, slaughtered at will?
    

    

    
      They would rather die fighting!
    

    

    
      “Roar—!”
    

    

    
      Liu Gang let out a thunderous roar, and a power far more terrifying and violent than before erupted from within him!
    

    

    
      Inside the mobile command vehicle—
    

    

    
      “Not good! Target energy readings are spiking exponentially!”
    

    

    
      The technician screamed in horror as the two signal dots on the monitor turned from green to a glaring blood-red. “Report! Energy index has… has exceeded measurable limits!”
    

    

    
      “What?!”
    

    

    
      Colonel “Thunder Hawk” shot to his feet, eyes fixed on the screen.
    

    

    
      On the battlefield, from within the pile of twisted metal, two monstrous energy flares surged skyward!
    

    

    
      The entire abandoned textile factory—and the buried foundations beneath—along with every piece of metal within several kilometers, began to vibrate violently, producing an ear-piercing metallic resonance!
    

    

    
      It was as though all the metal had heard the call of their king, transforming into two colossal torrents of steel, surging toward Liu Gang’s location!
    

    

    
      Massive steel beams twisted like serpents, crushing the soldiers and spider robots who had just rushed in into pulp in an instant!
    

    

    
      Liu Gang slowly rose from the ruins, his body encased in endless steel.
    

    

    
      Rebars became his bones, steel plates his muscles, mechanical parts his organs…
    

    

    
      A towering, hundred-meter-tall steel giant of terrifying visage rose from the earth!
    

    

    
      Its massive metal head loomed above nearby buildings, and its two eyes—made of searchlights—glowed with cold red light as it gazed down upon the mortal soldiers beneath it.
    

    

    
      And upon the steel giant’s shoulder, Sun Na’s figure soared skyward!
    

    

    
      Her entire body was engulfed in blazing crimson flames, transforming into a phoenix with wings spanning over a hundred meters, burning with fierce fire!
    

    

    
      The phoenix spread its wings and cried toward the heavens!
    

    

    
      The terrifying flames formed a circular wall of fire—like divine fire from myth—detonating all incoming shells and missiles mid-air!
    

    

    
      A hundred-meter-tall steel giant.
    

    
      A burning phoenix of flame.
    

    

    
      Gods and demons had descended!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Before this apocalyptic, mythic sight—beyond the limits of human imagination—Colonel “Thunder Hawk,” after a brief moment of shock and stupor, did not tremble in fear. 
    

    

    
      Instead, a soldier’s fury and madness burned in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Monsters…”
    

    

    
      He clenched his fists so tightly that his nails dug into his flesh, forcing out words through gritted teeth.
    

    

    
      “So this… is your true power?”
    

    

    
      He regained his soldier’s ruthless composure, seized the comms microphone, and roared hysterically into it:
    

    

    
      “All units, heed my command!”
    

    

    
      “Artillery batteries—target coordinates locked! Fire indiscriminately!”
    

    

    
      “Erase that entire sector from the map!!”
    

    

    
      “I don’t care what it costs! I don’t care how much collateral damage there is!”
    

    

    
      “Today—even if you were gods—I’ll slaughter you all the same!”
    

    

    
      The order was given.
    

    

    
      From the city’s outskirts, long-prepared long-range artillery positions roared in unison!
    

    

    
      Dozens of large-caliber self-propelled howitzers spewed flames of annihilation!
    

    

    
      Shells trailing long tails of fire shot into the night sky like reverse-falling meteors, shrieking as they tore through the air, raining down upon the steel giant and the flaming phoenix!
    

    

    
      Amid that apocalyptic bombardment, the steel giant took thunderous steps, roaring as it charged toward the military positions.
    

    

    
      The fire phoenix cried sharply, wings spread wide, soaring against the storm of shells!
    

    

    
      Steel and flame.
    

    

    
      Technology and transcendence.
    

    

    
      The fury of mortals, the wrath of gods and demons.
    

    

    
      In this darkest hour before dawn, the most tragic—and most glorious—collision was about to begin!
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      The darkness before dawn over Jiang City was utterly torn apart by artillery fire.
    

    

    
      Facing those mythical beings—the Steel Giant and the Flame Phoenix—humanity’s mightiest war machines finally revealed their most ferocious side, yet appeared pitifully small.
    

    

    
      The moment the shells touched the Flame Phoenix, they were detonated prematurely by the terrifying heat, bursting into brilliant yet useless fireworks.
    

    

    
      The Steel Giant completely ignored the machine-gun fire that only tickled its metal hide. With every step it took, the earth trembled.
    

    

    
      A casual swing of its massive metallic arm could send an infantry vehicle weighing over ten tons flying like a toy.
    

    

    
      A young soldier hid behind a barricade, watching helplessly as the comrade beside him was cleaved in half by a whistling steel plate. 
    

    

    
      Warm blood and viscera splattered across his face.
    

    

    
      He could no longer bear that hellish sight. Letting out a broken scream, he threw away his gun and turned to flee.
    

    

    
      But before he could take more than two steps, a giant hand woven from steel bars and cables descended from above, seizing him and the ground beneath him as if grasping a handful of dirt.
    

    

    
      With a bone-grinding shriek of twisting metal, his body was crushed into an unrecognizable pulp.
    

    

    
      “Fire! Fire! Don’t stop!”
    

    

    
      Colonel “Thunder Hawk”, eyes bloodshot, roared hysterically from the command vehicle.
    

    

    
      But it was a futile struggle.
    

    

    
      The battlefield had become a slaughterhouse.
    

    

    
      Every punch and every step of the Steel Giant brought the earth’s collapse and steel’s grave.
    

    

    
      Every flap and dive of the Flame Phoenix ignited a sea of fire that consumed all in its path.
    

    

    
      Against such apocalyptic power, humanity’s pride—its courage, discipline, and tactics—was utterly meaningless.
    

    

    
      Fear spread through the army like a plague.
    

    

    
      Yet Liu Gang and Sun Na’s power was not infinite either.
    

    

    
      The corrosion of the curse and the grueling battle before had long driven them to the brink of exhaustion.
    

    

    
      Their current outburst was more like burning their final life force.
    

    

    
      “All units, abandon conventional weapons! Activate the ‘Hive’ system!”
    

    

    
      Colonel “Thunder Hawk”, his eyes red, gave a near-insane order.
    

    

    
      At once, dozens of specialized combat vehicles opened their hatches. Rows upon rows of launch pods rose, resembling a vast beehive.
    

    

    
      The next second, thousands of micro self-detonating drones swarmed out like a plague of locusts, surging toward the Steel Giant and the Flame Phoenix!
    

    

    
      This was the military’s newest weapon, developed to combat urban warfare and cluster targets—each drone a walking micro-bomb.
    

    

    
      The Steel Giant swung its massive beam-forged arms, trying to swat away the deadly “swarm,” but the drones scattered nimbly before clinging to its metal body like maggots to bone.
    

    

    
      “Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom—!”
    

    

    
      An unending chain of explosions thundered across the Steel Giant, each like a deafening drumbeat.
    

    

    
      Every blast carved deep craters into its armored body, severing the steel rods that served as its bones.
    

    

    
      The Steel Giant’s movements slowed; its colossal form trembled, swaying under the relentless bombardment.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the Flame Phoenix—Sun Na’s fiery incarnation—was also struggling.
    

    

    
      Its flames dimmed, its wings tattered; every flap came with visible effort.
    

    

    
      They were powerful, yes, but not true gods.
    

    

    
      Even though their curses had been lifted, their strength and spirit had not recovered.
    

    

    
      Under the nation’s merciless, saturation-level assault, even their seemingly godlike power would eventually burn out.
    

    

    
      “Now’s the moment!”
    

    

    
      “All tank units—fire main cannons!”
    

    

    
      Colonel “Thunder Hawk” seized the opportunity.
    

    

    
      Dozens of main battle tanks roared in unison, armor-piercing shells streaking with destructive energy and slamming into the battered Steel Giant.
    

    

    
      “Boom—!”
    

    

    
      The Steel Giant’s chest exploded into a massive crater; its immense body finally gave way, collapsing backward with a thunderous crash that sent clouds of dust into the air.
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      After intercepting the final incoming missiles, Sun Na screamed in agony.
    

    

    
      Her burning form quivered in midair, her once-bright flames dimming fast.
    

    

    
      Like a wounded bird, she fell from the sky, crashing onto the Steel Giant’s wreckage. Her fire scattered like countless dying embers before fading away, leaving behind her charred human form.
    

    

    
      When the first light of dawn pierced the smoke and illuminated the scorched earth—gnawed and scarred as if by monstrous jaws—everything was over.
    

    

    
      Blackened soil, twisted metal, and burning ruins…
    

    

    
      All silently bore witness to the horror of the night before.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance – Player: Metallurgist – Eliminated】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance – Player: Arsonist – Eliminated】
    

    

    
      【Remaining Players: Radiance – 5 | Shadow – 3】
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie, sprinting swiftly through the city, suddenly froze mid-motion, nearly falling from the edge of a skyscraper.
    

    

    
      Two cold, emotionless system chimes pierced his mind like twin icicles.
    

    

    
      Liu Gang… Sun Na…
    

    

    
      Dead?
    

    

    
      They were dead.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie stood blankly, his mind a void.
    

    

    
      He could still hear Liu Gang’s raspy voice: “Kid, you must succeed.”
    

    

    
      He could still see Sun Na’s wild, manic grin.
    

    

    
      Though they hadn’t spent long together, and even clashed at times, in this bloody game, they had been the only comrades he could rely on.
    

    

    
      And now, they were gone.
    

    

    
      A molten wave of grief and fury surged through his chest, almost making him howl at the sky.
    

    

    
      But he couldn’t.
    

    

    
      He had avenged himself, killing the 【Cursemaster】.
    

    

    
      Yet his teammates had been devoured by another enemy force on his path to vengeance.
    

    

    
      He had won—and lost.
    

    

    
      An endless, suffocating loneliness consumed him.
    

    

    
      Where should he go?
    

    

    
      Where could he go?
    

    

    
      He stood on a rooftop, gazing at the smoke-shrouded sky, utterly lost.
    

    

    
      His team was gone. He was alone.
    

    

    
      He instinctively pulled out the paper brought by the falcon and stared at the elegant handwriting upon it.
    

    

    
      【Beast Tamer】.
    

    

    
      That was his only lead now.
    

    

    
      Tentatively, he looked up at the empty sky and murmured, “What… what should I do?”
    

    

    
      Moments later, a sparrow landed on his shoulder, its bright eyes studying him.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie stared back for a long time, then finally nodded. 
    

    

    
      Following the sparrow’s lead, he disappeared swiftly into the city.
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, inside an abandoned subway station whose entrance was buried beneath weeds and trash—
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie, guided now by a rat, made his way through pitch-black tunnels until he reached the platform’s end.
    

    

    
      There, a petite figure was waiting.
    

    

    
      She appeared to be only seventeen or eighteen, dressed in a faded outdoor outfit, with a few cute freckles on her face.
    

    

    
      But her eyes were far older—calm and deep, like a still lake with no visible bottom.
    

    

    
      The girl spoke first, her voice clear and crisp. “I am 【Beast Tamer】, Yang Li.”
    

    

    
      “【Windrunner】, Zhang Jie.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie looked at the unassuming girl before him.
    

    

    
      Had he not seen her in person, he would never have believed that the one commanding countless beasts and weaving vast intelligence networks was such an ordinary-looking neighborly girl.
    

    

    
      In the heavy silence, thick with the weight of loss and uncertainty—
    

    

    
      “What do we do next?” Zhang Jie finally broke it.
    

    

    
      Yang Li didn’t answer. 
    

    

    
      She pulled a phone from her pocket. 
    

    

    
      On the screen was a message from 【Embalmer】 Su Wan.
    

    

    
      “Stay alive.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The Shadow faction was equally silent.
    

    

    
      The system notification of the 【Cursemaster】’s death had stunned them all.
    

    

    
      “How is that possible?!”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang was incredulous. “How did that idiot Wang Defa get found?!”
    

    

    
      “Could there be a prophecy or tracking-type player among Radiance?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan said nothing.
    

    

    
      But a shadow of lost control clouded her face.
    

    

    
      She calmly replayed every step of her plan in her mind.
    

    

    
      Luring the authorities, using others’ hands to kill, cursing to weaken—the plan had been flawless, manipulating everyone like pieces on a board.
    

    

    
      Yet the result had introduced a fatal “variable.”
    

    

    
      The Radiance faction had not only located Wang Defa precisely but had counter-killed him in record time—allowing Liu Gang and Sun Na to recover their strength at the last moment and inflict devastating losses on the military.
    

    

    
      Who was it?
    

    

    
      Who had orchestrated this from the shadows?
    

    

    
      That swift 【Windrunner】?
    

    

    
      Impossible.
    

    

    
      That timid 【Guardian】?
    

    

    
      Even less likely.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s thoughts raced through all known data.
    

    

    
      Finally, she realized: within the Radiance faction, there was an unknown Transcendent being—one with powerful intelligence capabilities!
    

    

    
      That being was like a master chess player, watching everything from the dark, placing a single decisive move that shattered her perfect plan.
    

    

    
      “Interesting…”
    

    

    
      A cold gleam flashed in Lin Lan’s eyes. “It seems I’m not the only hunter in this game.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, inside the Joint Command Center, the atmosphere was so heavy it could drip.
    

    

    
      Though they had successfully “eliminated” the targets, the cost far exceeded expectations.
    

    

    
      Over a hundred elite soldiers dead, multiple high-tech weapons destroyed, the entire industrial district leveled…
    

    

    
      Colonel “Thunder Hawk” stared at the devastating casualty report on the screen, face ashen, silent.
    

    

    
      The nightmare of last night—those godlike beings of steel and flame—had shattered his pride as a modern soldier.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood beside him, wordless but storming within.
    

    

    
      He knew that this “victory” had forced the higher-ups to face reality: sheer military might was costly and inefficient.
    

    

    
      Using mortal lives to overwhelm the Transcendent was a doomed war of attrition.
    

    

    
      A new strategy was needed.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo seized the moment, submitting a report he had long prepared to Colonel “Thunder Hawk” and the high-ranking officials on the video call.
    

    

    
      Its title read: “Recommendations for Responding to the ‘Jiang City Special Incident.’”
    

    

    
      Its core idea was only two words: Amnesty Recruitment.
    

    

    
      “...We must admit that ‘Transcendent power’ is now a reality,” Chen Mo’s voice echoed through the silent room. “Instead of viewing them all as enemies and waging costly purges—”
    

    

    
      “—we should divide, win over, and even recruit those open to cooperation, turning them into a force we can control.”
    

    

    
      “I propose the establishment of a special department to manage these Transcendent individuals.”
    

    

    
      “Provide them with legal status, generous benefits, and limited privileges within the system—so that they may serve the nation.”
    

    

    
      “We must use the Transcendent… to fight the Transcendent.”
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      Chapter 28: Recruiting the Transcendent
    

    

    
      The third day after the great battle of the Transcendents in the suburbs.
    

    

    
      Xiaxi Village, on the outskirts of Jiang City.
    

    

    
      A convoy of black off-road vehicles drove silently into the remote and tranquil village, finally stopping before the old family house of Zheng Wei.
    

    

    
      The car doors opened, and a group of men and women dressed in plain clothes stepped out, carrying medical kits and briefcases, their demeanors calm and professional.
    

    

    
      Leading them was Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Chen Mo was not in his police uniform but instead wore an ordinary jacket. 
    

    

    
      The sharpness in his eyes had been deliberately restrained, replaced by composure and sincerity.
    

    

    
      He raised a hand, signaling the others not to approach the dilapidated old house, then walked forward alone and gently knocked on the courtyard gate.
    

    

    
      “Who are you?!”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei rushed out from the house at once, his towering frame like a wall, completely blocking the old wooden door behind him.
    

    

    
      His eyes were full of wariness and hostility as he stared fixedly at Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Zheng Wei, hello.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo raised both hands to show he was unarmed, wearing the calmest smile he could manage. “My name is Chen Mo, from a… special department.”
    

    

    
      “We mean no harm. We just want to talk.”
    

    

    
      “Talk about what?!” Zheng Wei’s gaze remained cold.
    

    

    
      “About your daughter, Zheng Xiaoxiao’s illness.”
    

    

    
      That single sentence made Zheng Wei’s body freeze instantly.
    

    

    
      Then, Chen Mo nodded slightly toward one of his team members.
    

    

    
      The team member immediately stepped forward, handed Chen Mo a briefcase, and then quickly retreated.
    

    

    
      “Please take a look at this first.” Chen Mo took out a file and a tablet from the briefcase and handed them to Zheng Wei.
    

    

    
      “This is the latest generation of CAR-T cell therapy combined with gene repair, a treatment plan designed specifically for your daughter after a joint consultation by the top hematology and genetic engineering experts of the Longxi Republic.”
    

    

    
      “We have a ninety-percent chance of completely curing her aplastic anemia within three months, without any aftereffects.”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei took the document and began reading carefully.
    

    

    
      “‘Combined Treatment Plan of Chimeric Cell Transplantation and Gene-Targeted Repair for Patient Zheng Xiaoxiao with Aplastic Anemia.’”
    

    

    
      At the bottom of the plan were several seals—institutions whose names he had never even heard of, yet each radiated authority just from their titles: the National Academy of Life Sciences of the Longxi Republic, the Military Medical Academy of the Longxi Republic…
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s hands began to tremble.
    

    

    
      Then he opened the tablet computer, and a video began to play on the screen.
    

    

    
      In the video, an elderly expert with graying hair but bright, spirited eyes spoke directly to the camera, explaining in detail the feasibility of the treatment plan.
    

    

    
      “…Through our newly developed ‘chimeric cell’ technology, we can reconstruct a completely new, healthy immune and hematopoietic system for the patient.”
    

    

    
      “Combined with gene-targeting medication, we can repair damaged gene segments at their root.”
    

    

    
      “According to our simulated clinical data, this treatment’s success rate exceeds ninety-nine percent.”
    

    

    
      “Mr. Zheng Wei, simply put, we can cure your daughter—let her grow up healthy, like any normal child.”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei stared hard at the document. His eyes turned red instantly, his hands trembling uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      He thought of his daughter’s pale little face, of those countless deathly hospital notices, of the years he had worked himself to exhaustion…
    

    

    
      Of the humiliation when he knelt before a loan shark to beg for mercy, and even of the robbery he committed at a casino…
    

    

    
      Everything he had done—all of it—was for that faint glimmer of hope for his daughter’s life.
    

    

    
      And now, a treatment plan with a ninety-nine-percent cure rate lay lightly before him.
    

    

    
      “What… do you want?”
    

    

    
      His voice was hoarse as he lifted his reddened eyes, staring hard at Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “It’s simple.”
    

    

    
      “The nation can save your daughter.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo looked steadily at Zheng Wei’s bloodshot eyes, his tone calm.
    

    

    
      “And we can give her the best medical care, the best educational resources, the best of everything.”
    

    

    
      “In return… we only need your cooperation.”
    

    

    
      “For your act of killing Wang Qiang and the others in self-defense, we can let bygones be bygones.”
    

    

    
      “You will receive a new, legally protected identity under the nation’s name, a respectable job, and benefits and privileges far beyond your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “All you need to do is join us—become the strength of the nation—and use your abilities to fight the true ‘enemies’ who threaten our country and its people!”
    

    

    
      “You will no longer be a fugitive, but a national hero—a man respected by all.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s voice was like the whisper of a devil, each word striking precisely at the softest part of Zheng Wei’s heart.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei clenched the document tightly, his knuckles whitening from the force.
    

    

    
      He was a simple man, not one for philosophy.
    

    

    
      But he knew—this was the only hope for his daughter’s life.
    

    

    
      He slowly raised his head to look at Chen Mo, at the man who embodied the nation’s power, and rasped out, “I… agree.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei became the first officially recruited Transcendent.
    

    

    
      He was brought to a vast, heavily guarded underground base beneath Jiang City.
    

    

    
      And the authorities kept their word.
    

    

    
      That very afternoon, a military helicopter landed in the open field outside the village, transporting his daughter to the top-tier intensive care ward of Jiang City Medical University’s Affiliated Hospital.
    

    

    
      A medical team composed of the country’s foremost experts immediately began her treatment.
    

    

    
      Watching through the video feed as his daughter’s pale face broke into a peaceful smile for the first time, Zheng Wei—the man who bled but never cried—sobbed like a child.
    

    

    
      Later, under the guidance of psychological experts, Zheng Wei revealed everything he knew about the “Game of Gods” to the authorities—without the slightest reservation.
    

    

    
      Factions, identities, rules, death penalties…
    

    

    
      When all this information—beyond human comprehension—was compiled into a full report and laid upon the top-level conference table, everyone present felt an unprecedented chill and awe.
    

    

    
      A killing game that used an entire city as its chessboard and lives as its wagers!
    

    

    
      Could there truly be a god in this world—and was that god so cruel and merciless?!
    

    

    
      All their previous investigations and assumptions now seemed childish and laughable before this brutal truth.
    

    

    
      The conference room fell into a suffocating silence.
    

    

    
      “Game of Gods… a god…”
    

    

    
      After a long while, a general bearing the stars of a commander finally spoke, his voice dry with shock.
    

    

    
      “So you’re saying that all our past operations—whether pursuit or encirclement—were merely us accompanying a group of ‘players’ in a bloody game?”
    

    

    
      His words were laced with fury and humiliation, as if he had been made a fool.
    

    

    
      “No, Comrade General.”
    

    

    
      Professor Jiang from the National Academy of Sciences pushed up his glasses. His face was pale, but his eyes were bright, gleaming with a mix of fear and intellectual hunger.
    

    

    
      “From Zheng Wei’s account, we… don’t even qualify as players.”
    

    

    
      “We—and everyone in this city—are merely the scenery, the props, and the expendable NPCs of this ‘game.’”
    

    

    
      That word—NPC—borrowed from video games, sounded absurd coming from the mouth of a national scientist, yet it was chillingly precise. Everyone present felt a cold dread crawl up their spines.
    

    

    
      “The creator of this Game of Gods… what exactly is it?”
    

    

    
      The senior intelligence officer frowned deeply. “An enemy nation? Or some secret organization wielding technology far beyond our own?”
    

    

    
      “Could this be a meticulously planned ‘unrestricted war’ targeting the Longxi Republic?”
    

    

    
      “To sow chaos within our borders and achieve some hidden political agenda?”
    

    

    
      That was the most reasonable explanation according to their experience—and the easiest to accept.
    

    

    
      “Impossible.”
    

    

    
      The general immediately rejected the idea. “I’ll say it again—Liu Gang’s absolute control over metal, and Sun Na’s command over fire—those powers have already gone far beyond what ‘technology’ can explain.”
    

    

    
      “This isn’t any known branch of physics. This is… magic, or perhaps a miracle.”
    

    

    
      “Are you saying that the creator of this game is truly an omnipotent god?” The intelligence officer’s tone was filled with doubt.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know if he’s a god,”
    

    

    
      The general’s gaze turned razor-sharp. “I only know that he’s an enemy that must be eliminated!”
    

    

    
      “I propose that the creator of this game be immediately classified as a top-level strategic target!”
    

    

    
      “Mobilize all our technological resources, including orbital reconnaissance systems, to conduct nonstop global scans for abnormal energy signatures!”
    

    

    
      “As long as he remains on this planet, we’ll dig him out—no matter where he hides!”
    

    

    
      However, Professor Jiang shook his head.
    

    

    
      “Comrades, have we ever considered another possibility?”
    

    

    
      “The creator of this game—perhaps he isn’t even ‘human,’ nor any kind of ‘organization’ or ‘entity’ we can comprehend.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?” Chen Mo couldn’t help but ask.
    

    

    
      “Based on Zheng Wei’s description, the creator of this game can implant information directly into players’ minds, can precisely report each death, and can freely define and modify the rules at will…”
    

    

    
      Professor Jiang paused, seemingly searching for the right word.
    

    

    
      “This isn’t something science can achieve. It’s more like a form of… authority.”
    

    

    
      “Like a programmer in front of his own code—he can freely modify, add, or delete any part of the program.”
    

    

    
      “What if the world we live in is itself just one vast ‘program’?”
    

    

    
      “And this game’s creator is the sole being with ‘administrator privileges’?”
    

    

    
      “Or perhaps he isn’t even a ‘lifeform’—but the manifestation of some higher-dimensional cosmic law?”
    

    

    
      “Like gravity, or the Second Law of Thermodynamics—an objective existence we cannot communicate with, only passively endure?”
    

    

    
      Professor Jiang’s words plunged the conference room into an even deeper silence than before.
    

    

    
      If the game’s creator truly was the “administrator” of their world—the incarnation of the laws of the universe—
    

    

    
      Then how were they to fight him?
    

    

    
      How could they possibly resist a “god” who had written all the rules?
    

    

    
      That sense of powerlessness and insignificance, born of an incomprehensible higher dimension, weighed down on everyone present.
    

    

    
      “Why… why would he do this?” After a long silence, Chen Mo finally managed to speak.
    

    

    
      “Perhaps… simply to ‘observe.’”
    

    

    
      A flicker of near-mad brilliance shone in Professor Jiang’s eyes. “Just as humans might place a colony of ants in a glass tank—to observe how they forage, fight, and build their nests.”
    

    

    
      “Perhaps he cast twelve ‘Transcendent’ variables into our stable yet fragile ecosystem of human society—just to see what kind of ‘chemical reactions’ would occur.”
    

    

    
      “All of us, including the players, are merely actors on his stage—pieces on his board.”
    

    

    
      “And he is the only audience.”
    

    

    
      Professor Jiang’s words sent a chill straight into everyone’s souls.
    

    

    
      That utter helplessness of being toyed with completely—at the whim of a higher power—was enough to shatter their sanity.
    

    

    
      In the end, it was the commander who broke the silence.
    

    

    
      “Professor Jiang’s hypothesis is enlightening.”
    

    

    
      His voice remained calm, as though nothing could shake his iron resolve.
    

    

    
      “But regardless of whether this game’s creator is human or ghost, program or law—we cannot sit here and wait for death.”
    

    

    
      “The search for the game’s creator continues. But for now, our top priority is to handle the ‘game’ already unfolding in Jiang City.”
    

    

    
      “Since it’s a game, it must have rules. And where there are rules, there are loopholes we can exploit.”
    

    

    
      He turned his gaze to Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Chen Mo, I authorize you to establish the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs—you’ll serve as its director.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t care what methods you use—coercion, persuasion, or manipulation.”
    

    

    
      “I want you to quickly assemble at least one unit of Transcendents who will operate entirely under our command!”
    

    

    
      Soon, a specially encrypted transmission was broadcast through every television station, radio frequency, and network base across the city.
    

    

    
      “To all participants of the ‘Game of Gods,’ we are the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs of the Longxi Republic.”
    

    

    
      “The state is aware of the game’s existence. We do not wish to be your enemies.”
    

    

    
      “We solemnly promise that any participant willing to cooperate with the government will receive amnesty, protection, and the most generous compensation.”
    

    

    
      “Mr. Zheng Wei has already become our first ally. His family has been provided the best possible care.”
    

    

    
      “I repeat…”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Yet this broadcast, brimming with “sincerity,” sank like a stone into the sea—without a single response.
    

    

    
      In an abandoned subway platform,
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie and Yang Li sat around a small campfire, its light flickering across their grim faces.
    

    

    
      Before them, a tablet computer played an “officially released” and carefully edited “news report.”
    

    

    
      In the report, Liu Gang and Sun Na were branded as “terrorists colluding with foreign powers, attempting to subvert the state.”
    

    

    
      The brutal battle of the Transcendents was described as “terrorists detonating pre-planted explosives.”
    

    

    
      And finally, “thanks to the valiant sacrifice of the people’s soldiers, the terrorists were annihilated on the spot, and a major crisis was averted.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, annihilated?”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie glared at the screen’s pompous words, then slammed his fist into the wall behind him with a dull thud.
    

    

    
      “They murdered Liu Gang and Sun Na, labeled them terrorists—and now they expect us to become their dogs too?”
    

    

    
      His eyes burned with disdain and fury.
    

    

    
      Yang Li calmly switched off the report and analyzed coldly, “The authorities can’t be trusted. But Zheng Wei’s surrender is a fact. We’re completely exposed to them now.”
    

    

    
      A sharp gleam flashed in Yang Li’s eyes. “Right now, the authorities are desperate to locate and control all Transcendents—especially those from the 【Shadow】 faction, who pose the greatest threat to them.”
    

    

    
      “And we want revenge for Liu Gang and Sun Na.”
    

    

    
      “We share a common enemy.”
    

    

    
      She looked up at Zhang Jie. “If the 【Shadow】 faction can use the authorities against us, we can do the same.”
    

    

    
      “You mean—?” Zhang Jie immediately caught her implication.
    

    

    
      Yang Li slid a laptop with a micro-camera attached toward him.
    

    

    
      “These are all the intelligence files I’ve gathered over the past few days—on those Transcendents who use puppets.”
    

    

    
      The screen began to play a chilling video.
    

    

    
      The perspective was very low—apparently from a rat’s point of view.
    

    

    
      The camera darted through a dark, damp sewer, finally emerging from an inconspicuous drain pipe into a dimly lit basement.
    

    

    
      Inside, a pale man in a white lab coat sat before an operating table, using deft, elegant hands to install a glass eyeball into a crow.
    

    

    
      His movements were precise, graceful—and disturbingly eerie.
    

    

    
      “From my observations, every action of this puppet-controlling Transcendent is carried out through these ‘puppets,’ which are fused from flesh and machinery.”
    

    

    
      “These puppets emit a faint aura of ‘death.’ Ordinary people can’t sense it, but animals can clearly distinguish it.”
    

    

    
      “And the man himself is extremely cautious—he’s never once left his lair.”
    

    

    
      Yang Li spread a hand-drawn map on the floor and pointed to a marked spot.
    

    

    
      “This is the location I pinpointed by tracking his puppets.”
    

    

    
      “Now,”
    

    

    
      She lifted her head and locked eyes with Zhang Jie, her gaze sharp as a blade.
    

    

    
      “We’re going to give his location to the authorities.”
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      Chapter 29: The Puppet Master’s Curtain Call
    

    

    
      The newly established Longxi Republic Bureau of Transcendent Affairs, Jiang City Headquarters.
    

    

    
      “Report! We’ve received an anonymous intelligence package!”
    

    

    
      A technician’s voice shattered the calm of the command center.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo immediately stepped forward. “Who… who sent it?”
    

    

    
      “No idea. Surveillance shows that a pigeon flew directly into the building’s ventilation duct and precisely dropped the package through the mailroom window.”
    

    

    
      “A… pigeon?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir. Therefore, we suspect the existence of an Transcendent whose abilities are related to ‘biological manipulation’!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo instantly understood everything. It must have been an Transcendent from the hostile faction—trying to use them as a tool.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo gave the order at once: “Maximum security protocol! Decode the contents of the USB drive immediately!”
    

    

    
      Soon, the contents of the USB appeared on the large display screen.
    

    

    
      It was a horrifying video shot from an extremely low angle.
    

    

    
      The camera raced through a dark, damp sewer before emerging from an inconspicuous drainage outlet and slipping into a dimly lit underground room.
    

    

    
      Inside the basement, a man in a white lab coat, his face deathly pale, sat before an operating table, waving his hands as he installed a glass eyeball into a crow.
    

    

    
      At the end of the video, there was also a hand-drawn map, precisely marking the location of the basement—an abandoned underground dissection lab at the old Jiang City Medical College, in the western part of the city.
    

    

    
      “An Transcendent…”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo gazed at the pale man on the screen and slowly exhaled the word.
    

    

    
      “Lock onto the target’s location immediately!”
    

    

    
      He ordered decisively. “Alert all operational units—prepare for action!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      Then Chen Mo turned toward the figure standing silently behind him—a tall, broad-shouldered man.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Zheng Wei,”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s tone was steady and powerful. “It’s your turn to take the field.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Zheng Wei slowly raised his head, a flicker of complex emotion flashing in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Since joining the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs, not only had he gained a new identity, but his daughter Xiaoxiao had also received the best possible treatment, her condition visibly improving day by day.
    

    

    
      He knew he had no other choice.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Director,” he replied in his deep, muffled voice.
    

    

    
      “Remember,”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo patted his shoulder. “Your mission is to eliminate the threat—but more importantly, protect yourself.”
    

    

    
      “We absolutely cannot afford to lose you.”
    

    

    
      Looking at Zheng Wei, Chen Mo felt a surge of emotion. He would prove to everyone that only by using the Transcendent to fight the Transcendent could the right path be found.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      However, while Chen Mo was making his plans, every one of his moves was being transmitted through a channel he would never have imagined.
    

    

    
      In Lin Lan’s office, the “Deputy Bureau Chief,” who had successfully been transferred into the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs, relayed Chen Mo’s entire operational plan to her word for word.
    

    

    
      “Biological manipulation… a Beast Tamer, then?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s eyes gleamed faintly as she studied the intelligence report.
    

    

    
      It seemed that the intelligence core of the 【Radiance】 faction had finally surfaced.
    

    

    
      But she needed to inform Wu Ce immediately, so Lin Lan connected the communicator.
    

    

    
      “You’ve been exposed.”
    

    

    
      Her voice was cold and devoid of emotion. “The officials have locked onto your position. At most two hours from now, they’ll launch a raid.”
    

    

    
      On the other end of the line, silence lingered for a long time.
    

    

    
      Then Wu Ce’s calm, unruffled voice came through: “Understood.”
    

    

    
      “You must evacuate at once!” Lin Lan’s tone held a trace of urgency.
    

    

    
      “Evacuate?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ce’s voice carried a hint of mockery. “If they can find me once, they can find me again.”
    

    

    
      “I hate living like a rat—skulking from hole to hole.”
    

    

    
      “Miss Lin Lan, it seems our cooperation ends here.”
    

    

    
      “I’m glad I met you. Because you and I—we’re the same kind.”
    

    

    
      His tone suddenly turned solemn. “I know you, like me, despise this foolish world.”
    

    

    
      “So, please—win this game.”
    

    

    
      “Then crush those arrogant, self-righteous mortals, and their laughable order, beneath your feet!”
    

    

    
      With that, he ended the call.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan quietly listened to the busy signal on the communicator, her eyes complex.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Abandoned Medical College, underground dissection room.
    

    

    
      After hanging up, Wu Ce stood calmly, surveying his “workshop,” heavy with the stench of formalin.
    

    

    
      All around the basement stood enormous glass tanks, each containing various animal specimens he had modified.
    

    

    
      Cats, dogs, birds—even wolves and crocodiles smuggled from the zoo.
    

    

    
      Bats with metal wings, hounds with eight spider legs, and countless other grotesque creations stitched together from disparate creatures—indescribable in words.
    

    

    
      These were his “works” of recent days—his most perfect creations.
    

    

    
      He had intended to turn them into a flawless puppet army to greet the final act of the Game.
    

    

    
      But now, there was no time.
    

    

    
      He walked to a massive glass tank, staring at the animal carcasses soaked in formalin within.
    

    

    
      “So be it…”
    

    

    
      A sickly yet liberated smile crept across his face.
    

    

    
      “I’m not going anywhere.”
    

    

    
      “This is my world. I won’t abandon my creations.”
    

    

    
      “Let me begin the grandest performance… the one that will mark my curtain call.”
    

    

    
      Then he raised his hands like a conductor and began his final composition.
    

    

    
      Countless corpses churned, collided, and fused within the solution.
    

    

    
      Muscle and bone reassembled; nerves and blood vessels intertwined.
    

    

    
      A monstrous abomination, stitched from the remains of countless beasts, was slowly taking shape within the tank.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Target locked! This is the place!”
    

    

    
      “All units, ready to breach!”
    

    

    
      Two hours later, the abandoned medical college was surrounded by an impenetrable wall of military and armored vehicles.
    

    

    
      Heavily armed soldiers sealed every exit, and snipers occupied all surrounding vantage points.
    

    

    
      A vast web had silently unfolded.
    

    

    
      Inside the command vehicle, Chen Mo watched the monitor displaying Wu Ce’s life signal. He picked up a megaphone and shouted toward the morgue entrance below.
    

    

    
      “Listen up down there! You’re surrounded!”
    

    

    
      “We are the Longxi Republic Bureau of Transcendent Affairs! We know who you are—and we know about the ‘Game of Gods’!”
    

    

    
      “Lay down your weapons and come out now! Cooperate with our investigation!”
    

    

    
      “The state can guarantee your safety—and grant you the respect and treatment you deserve!”
    

    

    
      But the only response was a rasping, hysterical laugh echoing through the loudspeakers.
    

    

    
      “Hahahaha… Cooperate? Guarantee my safety?”
    

    

    
      Wu Ce’s voice rose from below—thick with undisguised mockery and hatred.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s words pulled his mind back to that rain-soaked night which had changed his life forever.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Three years ago, Wu Ce had been the youngest genius surgeon in Jiang City.
    

    

    
      His colleagues had called him a “prodigy doctor,” for his hands were preternaturally nimble and steady—“hands kissed by God”—capable of performing the most intricate surgeries in the world.
    

    

    
      He loved his work. 
    

    

    
      He relished the sense of achievement that came from dragging a life back from the edge of death, and the tearful gratitude in his patients’ families’ eyes.
    

    

    
      He once believed this was his lifelong ideal.
    

    

    
      He imagined himself spending his entire life before the operating table, retiring one day to be remembered as “a great doctor.”
    

    

    
      But fate loved to mock those with ideals.
    

    

    
      That night, he had just completed a ten-hour conjoined-twin separation surgery.
    

    

    
      Exhausted, he left the operating room, ready to receive flowers and applause.
    

    

    
      Instead, he was greeted by a knife gleaming with cold light.
    

    

    
      It was a relative of another patient he had once saved from a car accident—furious over the high medical bills—waiting for him at the hospital entrance.
    

    

    
      “You blood-sucking vampire! Heartless doctor! Give me back my money!”
    

    

    
      Amidst the man’s venomous screams, the sharp blade plunged into the right hand that had once created countless miracles.
    

    

    
      That slash did more than cut Wu Ce’s wrist.
    

    

    
      It severed his faith in the world, his devotion to saving lives, and every dream he had for the future.
    

    

    
      Though he underwent the finest reconstructive surgery and regained basic function, he could never again wield the scalpel that had been his life.
    

    

    
      His nerves had been permanently damaged; he would never again perform any operation requiring precision.
    

    

    
      Forced to leave the hospital, Wu Ce fell from heaven to hell.
    

    

    
      The one who had ruined him, however, was deemed to have “intermittent psychosis” and sentenced to only three years in prison.
    

    

    
      From that moment on, Wu Ce’s world collapsed.
    

    

    
      He became an unemployed drifter—a man discarded by society.
    

    

    
      He grew to hate the world, to despise all the hypocritical, selfish, ungrateful humans.
    

    

    
      He began to drink, to wallow in despair, to believe there was no reason left to live.
    

    

    
      He locked himself in this abandoned morgue, spending his days among corpses and specimens.
    

    

    
      Until the day the Game began.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Wu Ce】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Puppet Master】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Shadow】
    

    

    
      【Flesh is your string, bone your marionette; life shall be reborn beneath your fingertips】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “You high and mighty ones—since when have you ever cared about the lives of ordinary people like us?”
    

    

    
      “When I was betrayed, when I was hurt, when I was completely abandoned by this society—where were you then?”
    

    

    
      “Do you know? I was once a surgeon! A doctor who saved lives!”
    

    

    
      “I loved my work—I saved countless people from death.”
    

    

    
      “Because I once believed this world was worth living in.”
    

    

    
      “But what happened?”
    

    

    
      “The family of a patient I brought back from death—dissatisfied with the medical fees—stabbed my hand after work!”
    

    

    
      Wu Ce’s voice became hysterical.
    

    

    
      “My hand was ruined!”
    

    

    
      “I could never hold a scalpel again!”
    

    

    
      “And the one who destroyed my life—because of a so-called ‘mental disorder’—was sentenced to only three years!”
    

    

    
      “From that moment on, I understood—there is no fairness, no justice in this world!”
    

    

    
      “Humans are the most selfish, ungrateful, irredeemable creatures on this planet!”
    

    

    
      “They do not deserve salvation!”
    

    

    
      “Only puppets that obey absolutely—only they are perfect creations!”
    

    

    
      “They do not betray, do not deceive, do not harm!”
    

    

    
      Hearing Wu Ce’s venomous, despair-filled tirade, Chen Mo’s heart sank.
    

    

    
      “Since you’re all so fond of saving the world,”
    

    

    
      Wu Ce’s voice came again—this time eerily calm, a calm so profound it was terrifying.
    

    

    
      “Then allow me to present you with a gift.”
    

    

    
      “Behold—my most perfect creation.”
    

    

    
      As his words fell—
    

    

    
      “Boom——!”
    

    

    
      The floor of the underground morgue exploded!
    

    

    
      A monstrous creature—ten meters tall, stitched together from the corpses of countless animals, shaped like a grotesque tumor of flesh—crawled out from beneath the ground!
    

    

    
      It was assembled from the mutilated bodies of dozens of cats, dogs, rats, and even pigs and cattle. 
    

    

    
      Countless limbs—of varying lengths and forms—supported its bloated frame.
    

    

    
      Its body was covered with countless eyes, still twitching and rolling, exuding a nauseating stench of decay and death.
    

    

    
      This was not a creature that should exist on Earth—it was a nightmare dragged straight from the depths of the Cthulhu Mythos!
    

    

    
      “Open fire!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo gave the command without hesitation.
    

    

    
      A storm of gunfire instantly engulfed the monstrous mass of flesh.
    

    

    
      However, the bullets, striking its body of rotting flesh and bone, only splattered foul, blood-stinking fluid—unable to inflict any real damage.
    

    

    
      The creature let out a roar unlike any sound a living being could make—a fusion of the screams of countless animals—and charged toward the army’s position on its many uneven legs!
    

    

    
      Its immense body easily toppled an armored vehicle in its path.
    

    

    
      The sharp bone spikes on its body slashed through soldiers like blades, gutting them where they stood.
    

    

    
      It was a massacre straight from the abyss of nightmares.
    

    

    
      The soldiers watched in horror as their comrades were torn apart before their eyes—their will to fight completely collapsing.
    

    

    
      “No! Don’t come any closer! Don’t come near me!”
    

    

    
      “What the hell is that thing!!”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zheng Wei moved.
    

    

    
      He charged forward like a heavy tank, heading straight for the abomination!
    

    

    
      The monster seemed to sense him—hundreds of eyes turned in unison, locking onto Zheng Wei before it let out another roar, a piercing shriek of agony from a hundred beasts at once!
    

    

    
      It swung down several massive appendages—made from cow legs and steel rods—toward Zheng Wei’s head with hurricane force!
    

    

    
      But Zheng Wei did not dodge.
    

    

    
      He let out a thunderous roar; the muscles in his arms bulged like granite.
    

    

    
      He caught the massive appendages in both hands—forcing them to a halt!
    

    

    
      “Boom——!”
    

    

    
      With a deafening crash, the ground beneath his feet cracked and sank—but Zheng Wei’s towering form stood unmoved, like a mountain.
    

    

    
      “Break——for——me——!”
    

    

    
      The veins in his neck bulged as he summoned every ounce of strength!
    

    

    
      “Crack!”
    

    

    
      A bone-splitting sound rang out—the appendages, thicker than a grown man’s thigh, were snapped clean in two by sheer brute force!
    

    

    
      Black, foul-smelling blood sprayed like a waterfall.
    

    

    
      Inside the command vehicle, and among all the soldiers watching via screen, mouths hung open in disbelief at the sight before them.
    

    

    
      A single human—using only the strength of his flesh—was battling a ten-meter-tall monster!
    

    

    
      “This… this is the power of the Transcendent?”
    

    

    
      A young soldier murmured, nearly dropping his gun.
    

    

    
      On the battlefield, Zheng Wei’s assault continued.
    

    

    
      Like a raging bull, he plunged into the jungle of limbs that made up the monster’s body—fighting in the most primal, bloody way possible.
    

    

    
      Each punch he threw carried crushing force, blasting gaping holes in the creature’s body.
    

    

    
      Each time he tore, chunks of flesh and bone were ripped free.
    

    

    
      Blood and gore flew; the stench of rot filled the air.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei was drenched in blood, yet seemed tireless—his eyes burning with pure battle will.
    

    

    

    
      The monster, in turn, retaliated furiously.
    

    

    
      Its sharp bone spines slashed across Zheng Wei’s body, carving deep wounds to the bone.
    

    

    
      But Zheng Wei appeared not to feel pain—his blood only drove him into greater fury.
    

    

    
      Finally, after taking a direct hit from the monster’s whipping tail, Zheng Wei seized the opening, rushed forward, and locked both arms around the creature’s tumor-like core!
    

    

    
      “Die——!”
    

    

    
      Channeling every ounce of power into his waist and arms, he tore the monster clean in half!
    

    

    
      “Boom——!”
    

    

    
      With one final roar, the massive creature of flesh was ripped apart mid-body by sheer force!
    

    

    
      A torrent of viscera and black ichor rained from the sky.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei stood amidst the downpour of blood like a demon god risen from hell.
    

    

    
      The battle was over.
    

    

    
      “Assault team! Enter the basement! Target—Wu Ce! Remember, we want him alive!” Chen Mo roared into the communicator.
    

    

    
      Several special-operations soldiers immediately rushed into the blasted opening.
    

    

    
      But when they entered, they found only a still-warm corpse.
    

    

    
      Wu Ce sat quietly at his operating table, still wearing his spotless white lab coat.
    

    

    
      There was an eerie, satisfied smile on his face—like an artist who had just completed his life’s masterpiece.
    

    

    
      In his hand was a sharp scalpel, still stained with fresh blood.
    

    

    
      A thin crimson line stretched from his neck downward.
    

    

    
      At the moment before capture, he had ended his life in the way he knew best—calmly, precisely.
    

    

    
      【Shadow】 faction player 【Puppet Master】 has died
    

    

    
      【Current remaining players: 【Radiance】 5, 【Shadow】 2】
    

    

    
      The cold system notification echoed simultaneously in the minds of all surviving players.
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      The cold notification of 【Puppet Master】’s death echoed within Lin Lan’s mind.
    

    

    
      The Shadow faction — half of them were gone.
    

    

    
      In just a few short days, they had lost half their members.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan stood before the massive floor-to-ceiling window, the glass of 1982 Lafite in her hand swaying slightly between her fingers. Her face was a mask of icy stillness.
    

    

    
      “An animal-controlling Transcendent…”
    

    

    
      She murmured to herself under her breath.
    

    

    
      Now she finally understood.
    

    

    
      Within the 【Radiance】 faction, that animal-controlling Transcendent had used the citywide presence of animals to weave an inescapable web of intelligence.
    

    

    
      As long as that Transcendent lived, she and Chen Xiang’s every move could be exposed through those “animal eyes.”
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      For the first time, true anger ignited in Lin Lan’s eyes.
    

    

    
      It was not only the death of her teammates that enraged her — it was that she, someone who had always pursued perfection, had suffered such a humiliating loss.
    

    

    
      That feeling of defeat was a grave insult to her.
    

    

    
      From the precise counter-kill of 【Cursemaster】 Wang Defa to the effortless exposure of 【Puppet Master】 Wu Ce’s hiding place —
    

    

    
      This animal-controlling Transcendent had been using creatures across the city to monitor their every move.
    

    

    
      As long as that person remained alive, all her and Chen Xiang’s plans could be laid bare even before execution.
    

    

    
      Therefore, at any cost, this Transcendent’s surveillance must be destroyed!
    

    

    
      Lin Lan immediately picked up the internal phone on her desk.
    

    

    
      “Sophie, it’s me.”
    

    

    
      “I want you to immediately mobilize all resources of the group.”
    

    

    
      “Establish a charity foundation called ‘Urban Ecological Purification,’ and spare no expense in addressing the public health issues caused by stray animals.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t want to see a single stray animal in this city ever again!”
    

    

    
      On the other end, her assistant Sophie was so stunned by Lin Lan’s outrageous order that she was speechless for a long time.
    

    

    
      “Director Lin… th-this amount of funding is enormous — it would drain three quarters’ worth of the company’s liquid capital in an instant…”
    

    

    
      “And… the board will question your decision…”
    

    

    
      “I don’t care how much it costs. Even if we have to sell the company, this must be done!”
    

    

    
      “From now on, all of my orders bypass the board — execute them directly.”
    

    

    
      “Anyone who disagrees can put their resignation letter on my desk tomorrow!”
    

    

    
      Then, Lin Lan hung up the phone.
    

    

    
      Moments later, her personal cellphone began to vibrate wildly.
    

    

    
      The company’s chief financial officer, head of legal affairs, head of security — call after call came flooding in, every voice filled with shock and confusion.
    

    

    
      “Chairwoman Lin! Are you sure you’re authorizing this expenditure? This could cause our stock to plummet when the market opens tomorrow!”
    

    

    
      “Lin Lan! Have you gone mad? You’re allocating this much to a citywide ‘stray animal purge’? The board will never approve this!”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      But to every one of them, Lin Lan only gave a cold reply: “Do as I say.”
    

    

    
      “Anyone who questions my decision — get out of my company immediately.”
    

    

    
      And so, under Lin Lan’s absolute authority, all doubts fell into silence.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Under Lin Lan’s reckless and extravagant financial offensive, an unprecedented “citywide cleanup” campaign began in Jiang City.
    

    

    
      Several of Lin Lan’s subsidiary companies, under banners such as “Urban Sanitation and Environmental Management” and “Avian Flu Prevention,” invested astronomical sums of money.
    

    

    
      Thousands of hired workers and technicians, armed with professional-grade equipment, appeared in every corner of Jiang City.
    

    

    
      They installed tens of thousands of high-powered ultrasonic and infrasonic repellers at city vantage points, parks, and green zones.
    

    

    
      They used airplanes and drones to spray chemicals harmless to humans but intolerable to birds and insects across the skies.
    

    

    
      They even hired professional rodent-control teams to conduct a carpet-style purge of the entire sewer system.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, invoices piled up like snow, and the company’s accounts drained at an alarming rate.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s personal credit cards maxed out one after another, but she simply tossed the pile of useless cards into a drawer and dialed her Swiss bank’s client line on her phone.
    

    

    
      To Lin Lan, after all, money was merely a game in the mortal world.
    

    

    
      And now, before the overwhelming forces of the Transcendent, the commercial empire and the astronomical wealth that once filled her with pride had become meaningless — just a string of numbers she could discard at any moment.
    

    

    
      This mad, money-burning crusade soon brought her the results she sought.
    

    

    
      Yang Li’s animal intelligence network suffered catastrophic destruction.
    

    

    
      Countless pigeons, sparrows, and rats fell into unprecedented panic and chaos, scattering like headless flies — unable to receive or transmit any effective information.
    

    

    
      Facing the power of capital, Yang Li felt utterly powerless.
    

    

    
      “Director Lin, according to reports, over ninety percent of the city’s regions have been cleared of animals.”
    

    

    
      “At the same time, animals are showing abnormal migration patterns — a massive concentration has appeared at the abandoned Line 7 subway station in the southern district.”
    

    

    
      “…Animals missing from the zoo… abnormal animal congregation… Yang Li…”
    

    

    
      “We’ve found her.” Lin Lan looked at Yang Li’s profile on the screen, a cold smile curling at the corner of her lips.
    

    

    
      “But it’s not enough. Keep monitoring. I want to know who she’s contacting and all her known social connections.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s surveillance net continued to expand.
    

    

    
      Before long, a mortician named Su Wan entered her sights.
    

    

    
      “Director Lin, we intercepted this surveillance footage.”
    

    

    
      Sophie handed her the tablet.
    

    

    
      On the screen, a delicate-looking girl in a funeral home uniform was handing a parcel to a crow.
    

    

    
      A glint of icy light flashed through Lin Lan’s eyes — she had finally located all the 【Radiance】 players.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      However, while Lin Lan was burning through her fortune, her mad actions had drawn the attention of another power.
    

    

    
      On Chen Mo’s desk lay a report detailing the abnormal activities of the “Lin Group.”
    

    

    
      “Report! We’ve detected that the Lin Group is carrying out a massive citywide animal expulsion campaign — behavior that is extremely abnormal!”
    

    

    
      “Lin Lan doing something like this within just one week — it’s unreasonable.”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, we have reason to suspect that Lin Lan, the actual controller of the Lin Group, is deeply connected to the ‘Transcendent incidents’!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stared at the data on Lin Lan displayed across the screen, his brows tightly furrowed.
    

    

    
      This woman — he had heard of her long ago.
    

    

    
      The youngest and most ruthless queen of Jiang City’s business world.
    

    

    
      Why would she undertake something so exhausting yet thankless?
    

    

    
      A bold guess rose in Chen Mo’s mind.
    

    

    
      Could it be… she was also a “player”?
    

    

    
      Chen Mo immediately gave the order: “Initiate top-level surveillance on Lin Lan immediately! I want to know her every move!”
    

    

    
      “Also, check whether she has ever had any contact with Wu Ce or any other known Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s actions had also exposed her to the authorities’ attention.
    

    

    
      But that, too, was within Lin Lan’s calculations.
    

    

    
      Her fingers lightly tapped the tabletop.
    

    

    
      She knew that her reckless, no-expense-spared operation would inevitably draw the attention of the authorities.
    

    

    
      And so, at the very moment Chen Mo gave his command, she also activated her own “plan.”
    

    

    
      A plan capable of throwing the entire situation in Jiang City into complete chaos.
    

    

    
      She dialed Chen Xiang’s number.
    

    

    
      “It’s your turn to appear.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At dusk, Li Zhenguo parked his car in the underground garage beneath his apartment building as usual.
    

    

    
      Just as he locked the car door and prepared to enter the elevator, a young man in a food delivery uniform approached with a friendly smile.
    

    

    
      “Dr. Li, right? You have an urgent document that needs your signature.”
    

    

    
      Li Zhenguo frowned slightly but still accepted the pen and clipboard handed to him.
    

    

    
      At the moment he lowered his head to sign, a flicker of cold light flashed in the delivery man’s eyes.
    

    

    
      A fine needle, thinner than a strand of hair, shot silently from his fingertip and pierced into the back of Li Wenbo’s neck.
    

    

    
      Li Zhenguo’s body stiffened violently; his facial expression froze. Without making a sound, he collapsed limply to the ground.
    

    

    
      The delivery man calmly dragged the corpse to an inconspicuous van parked in a corner, then took the man’s ID card, car keys, and all personal belongings.
    

    

    
      Then, gazing at Li Zhenguo’s face, his own features began to shift like flowing water.
    

    

    
      Bones subtly adjusted, muscles subtly reorganized.
    

    

    
      Within minutes, a brand-new “Dr. Li Zhenguo” was born.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang City, Transcendent Affairs Bureau, National Biomedical Base.
    

    

    
      This was the most heavily guarded place in all of Jiang City — guards every few steps, soldiers armed to the teeth, and surveillance cameras everywhere.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s daughter, Zheng Xiaoxiao, was living here in the highest-level sterile intensive care ward.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the nation’s top-tier medical resources, Xiaoxiao’s condition was visibly improving day by day.
    

    

    
      Late at night, an elderly expert in a white coat and gold-rimmed glasses — looking about fifty years old — entered the intensive care ward.
    

    

    
      “Dr. Li? You’re back again?” The on-duty nurse looked surprised to see Professor Li Zhenguo enter.
    

    

    
      Professor Li Zhenguo smiled and said to the medical staff inside, “I’m here to collect the latest blood sample from the patient for genetic sequence comparison.”
    

    

    
      “You can all step out — I’ll handle this.”
    

    

    
      “Understood, Dr. Li.”
    

    

    
      The nurse didn’t dare hesitate and respectfully withdrew at once.
    

    

    
      Now, in the ward, only Chen Xiang and the sleeping Zheng Xiaoxiao remained — the girl lying on the sterile bed, tranquil under the effect of medication.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang stepped up to the bedside. Gazing at her innocent, peaceful face, a gentle smile appeared on his lips.
    

    

    
      Then, still smiling, he reached out two fingers and carefully removed the slender breathing tube connected to Zheng Xiaoxiao’s body.
    

    

    
      On the monitor, the heartbeat line began to spike violently — and then flattened into a straight line.
    

    

    
      After finishing all this, “Li Zhenguo” even took a moment to straighten his white coat.
    

    

    
      Then he walked to the internal communicator, pressing the button for the base-wide broadcast.
    

    

    
      A cold, clear voice instantly echoed through every corner of the base.
    

    

    
      “Intensive care patient Zheng Xiaoxiao has been declared deceased at 22:43 due to sudden cardiopulmonary failure.”
    

    

    
      As chaos erupted across the base following his announcement, Li Zhenguo calmly shifted his form again — into that of a young nurse who had just rushed in in panic before being knocked unconscious — and seamlessly blended into the fleeing crowd.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang City, Transcendent Affairs Bureau, Underground Training Ground.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei was assisting several researchers in conducting strength tests.
    

    

    
      He stood bare-chested, effortlessly lifting a ten-ton armored vehicle above his head like a toy, a good-natured smile on his face.
    

    

    
      Since joining the Transcendent Affairs Bureau, his strength — under systematic training and ample nutrition — had once again broken through to new limits.
    

    

    
      His current life was something he had never even dared to dream of before.
    

    

    
      He was no longer the laborer struggling for survival, but a respected “special consultant.”
    

    

    
      Most importantly, his daughter Xiaoxiao was receiving the best treatment — she would recover soon.
    

    

    
      As long as he cooperated with the state’s experiments, he could trade his service for his daughter’s health and a bright future.
    

    

    
      His life felt filled with unprecedented hope.
    

    

    
      Just then, the emergency broadcast system blared through the base.
    

    

    
      “…Intensive care patient Zheng Xiaoxiao has been declared deceased at 22:43 due to sudden cardiopulmonary failure.”
    

    

    
      That cold, merciless voice was like thunder from the heavens, striking directly into Zheng Wei’s mind.
    

    

    
      His hands froze mid-lift, the massive armored vehicle suspended above him — the smile on his face vanished instantly.
    

    

    
      For Zheng Wei, in that moment, the entire world seemed to fall silent.
    

    

    
      He slowly turned his head toward a terrified researcher beside him and asked, word by word:
    

    

    
      “Just now… what did that broadcast say?”
    

    

    
      The researcher was so frightened by the sudden redness in Zheng Wei’s eyes that he couldn’t utter a word — only shook his head instinctively.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei stood frozen, as though a hundred thousand tons of explosives had just detonated in his brain.
    

    

    
      Xiaoxiao… dead?
    

    

    
      No…
    

    

    
      Impossible…
    

    

    
      That’s impossible!
    

    

    
      They promised me — they said they would cure her!
    

    

    
      The extremity of grief and rage erupted like a volcano, obliterating all his reason.
    

    

    
      “No… no!!!!”
    

    

    
      A roar — inhuman, filled with boundless sorrow and fury — tore from his throat!
    

    

    
      “Boom——!”
    

    

    
      The ten-ton armored vehicle in his hands was hurled down like a crushed soda can, smashing a massive crater into the reinforced alloy floor!
    

    

    
      A terrifying shockwave burst outward from him, flinging every nearby instrument and piece of equipment through the air!
    

    

    
      Researchers screamed and scrambled away in terror.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s eyes were now fully consumed by crimson — he had become nothing but a beast whose offspring had been taken, yearning only to destroy everything.
    

    

    
      Before their eyes, his already-massive body began to swell at a visible rate!
    

    

    
      Muscles bulged like coiling dragons, ripping apart his specially-made combat suit!
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei — had lost control.
    

    

    
      He was going to destroy everything in front of him!
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      Inside the underground base of the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs, the piercing wail of alarms echoed throughout the facility.
    

    

    
      But all those alarms were soon drowned out by a roar filled with endless grief and rage.
    

    

    
      “Stop him! Hurry, stop him!”
    

    

    
      In the command center, Chen Mo stared at the figure on the screen—mad and frenzied—and shouted hoarsely without pause.
    

    

    
      Several squads of heavily armed soldiers poured in from every direction. The kinetic rifles in their hands spat out a storm of flames, bullets pelting Zheng Wei like torrential rain.
    

    

    
      Yet the rounds—powerful enough to pierce steel plates—only sparked weakly against his granite-like muscles. They could not even scratch his skin.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei ignored the attacks completely, as though they were mere mosquito bites.
    

    

    
      He grabbed a nearby support pillar, over half a meter thick, and with brute force, tore it straight out of the ground!
    

    

    
      “Boom——！”
    

    

    
      With the sound of steel and concrete snapping apart, Zheng Wei swung the several-ton “stone pillar” like a mythic Titan, sweeping it across the soldiers’ formation!
    

    

    
      “Bang!!!”
    

    

    
      Blood and flesh flew!
    

    

    
      Sturdy alloy barriers, meant to withstand heavy fire, were shredded like paper.
    

    

    
      More than a dozen soldiers were crushed into pulp before they could even scream.
    

    

    
      “Heavy fire! We need heavy fire support!”
    

    

    
      Outside the base, dozens of main battle tanks adjusted their turrets and roared with thunderous fury.
    

    

    
      Armor-piercing shells shrieked through the air, striking Zheng Wei squarely in the chest.
    

    

    
      The explosions shook the ground, filling the air with clouds of dust.
    

    

    
      But when the smoke cleared, all that remained on Zheng Wei’s chest was a charred patch of skin—it hadn’t even seriously wounded him.
    

    

    
      “Is that... all the strength you’ve got?”
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei slowly raised his head, a twisted yet sorrowful smile spreading across his face.
    

    

    
      The next second, Zheng Wei moved.
    

    

    
      His massive body burst forward with speed that defied his size, appearing in front of a tank in an instant.
    

    

    
      As the terrified driver looked up in horror, Zheng Wei swung his enormous, pot-sized fist.
    

    

    
      “Bang——！”
    

    

    
      The tank’s multi-layer composite armor—tough enough to withstand most anti-tank weapons—shattered like a fragile eggshell beneath that punch!
    

    

    
      His arm pierced straight through the tank, from front to rear!
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei slowly withdrew his arm. The entire tank groaned under the strain, then exploded violently, becoming a burning heap of twisted metal.
    

    

    
      In the sky above, attack helicopters circled, unleashing a relentless hail of machine gun fire and rockets.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei simply grabbed a huge concrete slab from the ground and hurled it upward as casually as one might throw a stone.
    

    

    
      The slab whistled through the air and struck a helicopter’s rotor with deadly precision.
    

    

    
      With a screech of twisting metal, the helicopter belched black smoke and spiraled down like a kite with its string cut, crashing and exploding not far away.
    

    

    
      Inside the command center, there was only silence.
    

    

    
      Everyone stared blankly at the figure on the screen—a demonic god descended to earth—hardly able to breathe.
    

    

    
      So this was... the terror of a Transcendent losing control?
    

    

    
      Chen Mo closed his eyes in pain.
    

    

    
      On the battlefield, Zheng Wei’s slaughter continued.
    

    

    
      He seemed tireless, senseless to pain—driven only by the urge to destroy everything before him, to destroy the world that had taken his daughter from him.
    

    

    
      To Zheng Wei, a world without his daughter had no reason to exist.
    

    

    
      Even though he knew he was reaching his limit, he didn’t care.
    

    

    
      He took a can of spinach from his pocket.
    

    

    
      It was Xiaoxiao’s favorite snack. Every time he went to see her, Zheng Wei would bring her a can.
    

    

    
      Now, he bit open the lid with his teeth and devoured the spinach—mixed with tears and blood—in great, desperate gulps.
    

    

    
      “Xiaoxiao... Daddy’s coming... to be with you...”
    

    

    
      “Boom——！”
    

    

    
      An explosion of power—hundreds of times greater than before—erupted from within him!
    

    

    
      His body swelled again, his height exceeding five meters. His muscles turned a dark, unnatural shade of greenish-black, like the legendary Popeye himself.
    

    

    
      He lowered his head, staring at his own hands, then slowly crouched down, plunging them deep into the foundation of the underground base beneath his feet!
    

    

    
      “Get——up——!!!”
    

    

    
      With a roar that could have split the heavens—a roar that every onlooker through the screens would remember for life—a scene fit to be carved into history unfolded.
    

    

    
      The colossal military base, built of countless tons of reinforced concrete, was being torn out of the earth itself!
    

    

    
      The ground moaned. The sky trembled.
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei lifted the entire mountain-like structure above his head and slowly straightened his back.
    

    

    
      Then he turned toward the distant army formation—hundreds of tanks and armored vehicles—and hurled the “mountain” in his hands straight at them!
    

    

    
      All they could do was stare as that massive shadow fell upon them like a collapsing sky.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s rampage finally ended in the most tragic of ways.
    

    

    
      After hours of devastating fury, he collapsed from exhaustion—moments before dozens of thermobaric bombs descended, engulfing him completely.
    

    

    
      “...Target life signs... lost.”
    

    

    
      As the blinding white light and annihilating shockwave faded, a trembling voice came through the comms from one of the few surviving soldiers.
    

    

    
      After razing the billion-dollar base to the ground and killing nearly a hundred scientists and soldiers, Zheng Wei had become nothing more than a massive crater over a hundred meters wide.
    

    

    
      His death also marked the brutal failure of the government’s attempt to control the situation within the “Game of Gods.” They were now nothing more than background characters.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance – Player: Popeye has died】
    

    

    
      【Current remaining players: 【Radiance】 – 4, 【Shadow】 – 2】
    

    

    
      The cold system notification tolled in the minds of every surviving player like a funeral bell.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In Yun Ge’s apartment.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge watched as the glowing dot representing Zheng Wei flared brilliantly one last time—then faded into dust.
    

    

    
      He softly clapped his hands.
    

    

    
      “A perfect tragedy.”
    

    

    
      “Born of love, ended by love.”
    

    

    
      He poured himself a glass of whiskey over ice. The amber liquid shimmered in the glass.
    

    

    
      “Now then... the board is ready for the final match.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Zheng Wei’s death plunged all of Jiang City into chaos and panic.
    

    

    
      The Bureau of Transcendent Affairs and the Joint Command Headquarters were in total disarray.
    

    

    
      They threw everything into sealing the news, declaring it to the public as the “aftermath of a terrorist attack” and a “massive gas pipeline explosion.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, they frantically investigated who—and by what means—had infiltrated the most secure medical base to murder Zheng Wei’s daughter.
    

    

    
      Soon, a chilling fact was laid before Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “Report! We’ve repeatedly cross-checked all surveillance footage from the night of the incident…”
    

    

    
      The technician’s voice trembled. “We discovered that within the half hour surrounding Zheng Xiaoxiao’s death... two identical Dr. Li Zhenguos appeared in the base!”
    

    

    
      “One was working overnight in his own lab—with a perfect alibi.”
    

    

    
      “And the other... was the one who entered the intensive care ward and killed Zheng Xiaoxiao!”
    

    

    
      Two identical people!
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      This discovery plunged the entire command center into a deathly silence.
    

    

    
      “Disguise…”
    

    

    
      The word escaped Chen Mo’s lips with great difficulty.
    

    

    
      Among the enemies they faced, there existed a Transcendent capable of perfectly transforming into anyone!
    

    

    
      This revelation struck greater terror into the authorities than any previous Transcendent event.
    

    

    
      Because it meant—the enemy might have already infiltrated their ranks.
    

    

    
      Any colleague beside them, any subordinate, even any superior—could be the enemy in disguise!
    

    

    
      Once the seed of suspicion was planted, it would take root and grow wildly.
    

    

    
      An unprecedented wave of internal inspections and verifications began across all classified departments.
    

    

    
      Every individual was required to undergo the strictest background investigation and identity verification.
    

    

    
      The authorities fell into chaos and internal friction like never before, losing the ability to maintain their all-encompassing surveillance over Jiang City.
    

    

    
      And this granted Lin Lan and Chen Xiang a perfect window to act.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The notice of Zheng Wei’s death brought a smile to Lin Lan’s face.
    

    

    
      The authorities had suffered a severe blow, rendering them powerless to interfere with the game for the time being.
    

    

    
      The 【Radiance】 faction now had only four opponents remaining.
    

    

    
      At this point, there were merely three days left until the game’s end.
    

    

    
      The moment for the final battle had arrived.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s gaze fell upon the dossier in her hand—an analysis of the four surviving members of 【Radiance】.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie: highly mobile assault-type fighter.
    

    

    
      Yang Li: formidable intelligence core.
    

    

    
      Su Wan: unknown ability, has remained in the funeral home and never leaves.
    

    

    
      Chen Jingjing: timid as a mouse; her ability grants “invincibility.”
    

    

    
      “Su Wan, who trapped herself in a fixed location, is nothing but a ‘stationary target.’”
    

    

    
      “But Yang Li and Zhang Jie, with their powerful intelligence network and high-mobility attacks, are our greatest threats right now.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan made her strategic judgment calmly.
    

    

    
      She decided to focus all forces on eliminating Yang Li and Zhang Jie first.
    

    

    
      However, Yang Li’s animal control and Zhang Jie’s agile combat made both extremely troublesome opponents.
    

    

    
      To defeat them, Lin Lan would have to play her decisive trump card.
    

    

    
      Her gaze turned toward Chen Jingjing.
    

    

    
      She dialed the number of Chen Xiang, who had just returned from completing his mission.
    

    

    
      “Our final battle is about to begin.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Late night, at Jiang City University’s female dormitory.
    

    

    
      Chen Jingjing sat on her bed, hugging her knees, trembling.
    

    

    
      The death notification of 【Popeye】 filled her with unprecedented terror.
    

    

    
      Another teammate was gone.
    

    

    
      Counting 【Hermit】, 【Metallurgist】, and 【Arsonist】, this made the fourth fallen player of the 【Radiance】 faction.
    

    

    
      Chen Jingjing felt like a lamb hunted by predators—her teammates being slaughtered one by one, without even glimpsing the enemy’s shadow.
    

    

    
      Just as panic overwhelmed her, her phone suddenly vibrated.
    

    

    
      It was an encrypted message from the “companion” who called himself the “Ferryman.”
    

    

    
      【Ferryman】: “Jingjing! Quick! Help me!”
    

    

    
      The message made Chen Jingjing’s heart leap to her throat.
    

    

    
      【Ferryman】: “I’ve been discovered by someone from 【Shadow】! It’s a Transcendent who can control shadows! That woman is chasing me!”
    

    

    
      【Ferryman】: “I can’t hold on! She’s demanding to know your location! I… I can’t hold on much longer!”
    

    

    
      【Ferryman】: “Abandoned chemical plant, west side of the city. Coordinates (22.54, 114.05). Hurry!”
    

    

    
      Reading the desperate, fear-filled pleas on her screen, Chen Jingjing’s mind went blank.
    

    

    
      The Ferryman had been discovered?
    

    

    
      Should she run?
    

    

    
      No!
    

    

    
      She couldn’t just watch another teammate die!
    

    

    
      Even if she ran, the game’s end was near—if they didn’t win, she would die anyway!
    

    

    
      Besides, that “Ferryman” had always encouraged and comforted her online, protecting her like a dependable older brother. How could she just watch him die in the enemy’s hands?
    

    

    
      Kindness, guilt, and the terror of losing teammates again drove away the last of her calm.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, she changed into inconspicuous sportswear, put on a hat and mask, and slipped quietly out of the dormitory, sprinting toward the signal’s location.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The abandoned chemical plant on the west side of the city.
    

    

    
      Rusty pipes intertwined like the entrails of a giant beast, and enormous chemical tanks loomed in the darkness, casting hideous shadows.
    

    

    
      This was the stage Lin Lan had carefully chosen for her “play” dedicated to the guardian.
    

    

    
      “She’s here.”
    

    

    
      Standing atop a massive storage tank, Lin Lan watched the small figure running toward the site, the corners of her lips curving into a cold smile.
    

    

    
      “Are you ready for your performance, Chen Xiang?”
    

    

    
      “Of course, my Queen.”
    

    

    
      Standing below, Chen Xiang gave Lin Lan a refined yet sinister smile.
    

    

    
      The next second, Lin Lan’s figure melted into the shadows.
    

    

    
      And the smile on Chen Xiang’s face vanished instantly—replaced by fear and desperation.
    

    

    
      When Chen Jingjing, panting heavily, arrived at the chemical plant, this was the scene before her—
    

    

    
      Her “Ferryman” brother was being hunted by black shadows, scrambling frantically among the tangled pipes.
    

    

    
      The shadows were as sharp as blades; each slash left a deep “wound” on his body, blood gushing everywhere.
    

    

    
      “Speak! Where is your teammate hiding?!”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s cold, emotionless voice echoed from all directions, like the whisper of a demon.
    

    

    
      “I… I don’t know!”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang “weakly” leaned against a pipe, gasping for air, his face set in defiant resolve.
    

    

    
      “Even if I did, I’d never betray my teammate!”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan sneered, and dozens of shadowy tendrils shot up from the ground, forming a cage that trapped Chen Xiang in place.
    

    

    
      “Since you’re so loyal, I’ll grant your wish.”
    

    

    
      A thick shadow tendril rose high like the scythe of death, poised to pierce Chen Xiang’s heart.
    

    

    
      “No—!”
    

    

    
      Hidden in the darkness, Chen Jingjing could no longer suppress her emotions and screamed.
    

    

    
      She saw that figure who refused to betray her even under torture, saw the fatal blow about to pierce his chest—and all hesitation and caution vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t lose another teammate!
    

    

    
      “With me here, I’ll never let you get hurt!”
    

    

    
      With her tearful cry, an overwhelming surge of sacred power erupted from her small body!
    

    

    
      A dazzling, golden pillar of light descended from the heavens like a divine miracle, enveloping the soon-to-be-“killed” Chen Xiang.
    

    

    
      Buzz—!
    

    

    
      The shadow spear, sharp enough to pierce steel, struck the golden light—and instantly bounced off as though hitting an invisible wall, dispersing harmlessly into the air.
    

    

    
      “This is…”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang stared “in shock” at the golden light surrounding him, disbelief written across his face.
    

    

    
      He could feel it—under this light’s protection, he had entered an absolutely invincible state. No attack could harm him in the slightest.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang turned toward the worried Chen Jingjing and grinned. “You really are the most naïve—and the most foolish—player I’ve ever met.”
    

    

    
      Chen Jingjing’s smile froze. She looked at Chen Xiang in utter disbelief.
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      Chapter 33: Guarding the Precious One
    

    

    
      The man before her still wore that gentle expression, but his eyes were filled with a chilling malice.
    

    

    
      “You… what did you say?”
    

    

    
      “I said, thank you for your ‘protection.’”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang gave her a polite bow, his smile mild. “This precious gift of yours—our 【Shadow】 faction will gladly accept it.”
    

    

    
      【Shadow】… faction?
    

    

    
      Those two words struck Chen Jingjing’s mind like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky!
    

    

    
      Her mind went blank. She stared in shock at the man before her, who had suddenly become utterly unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      Just then, Lin Lan slowly stepped in.
    

    

    
      “Well done, Chen Xiang.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan didn’t even glance at Chen Jingjing. Her tone was calm and cold.
    

    

    
      “Her usefulness has come to an end.”
    

    

    
      Chen Jingjing finally realized what had happened.
    

    

    
      Deception… betrayal…
    

    

    
      It had all been a lie from the very beginning!
    

    

    
      The “Ferryman” she had trusted, the “Radiance victory” she had longed for—none of it was real!
    

    

    
      She had offered her most precious life-saving ability to her own enemies!
    

    

    
      Overwhelming regret and despair surged through her like a drowning tide.
    

    

    
      She wanted to scream, to fight back, but the weakness that followed her power’s activation left her barely able to stand.
    

    

    
      “Wh… why…” she asked, trembling, with the last of her strength.
    

    

    
      “There’s no why.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan looked down at her from above, eyes cold as if gazing at an insect.
    

    

    
      “It’s simply because you’re too weak. Weakness itself is the original sin.”
    

    

    
      In Chen Jingjing’s despairing, disbelieving gaze, Lin Lan slowly raised her hand.
    

    

    
      Just before Chen Jingjing lost consciousness and fell into darkness, a line belonging to the 【Guardian】 echoed in her mind—
    

    

    
      【The strongest shield exists to protect the most precious person.】
    

    

    
      So… that’s what it meant?
    

    

    
      I gave my strongest shield to the one I should have guarded against most.
    

    

    
      I protected a demon.
    

    

    
      In my next life… if there is a next life…
    

    

    
      I must… give this most precious protection to the one… who truly deserves it…
    

    

    
      Tears of regret flowed down Chen Jingjing’s cheeks.
    

    

    
      Then everything went black as she completely lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan looked at Chen Xiang, whose body was now shrouded in golden light, and said softly, “What a fine ability. If not for the game rules, I’d almost regret having to kill her.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang glanced at Chen Jingjing’s fallen body nearby and chuckled under his breath, greed and excitement gleaming in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Yes, such a perfect ‘protection’…”
    

    

    
      “Now, let’s begin the harvest.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Jiang City, the abandoned Line 7 subway station.
    

    

    
      This place had long been forgotten by the city, the damp air heavy with the scent of rust and dust.
    

    

    
      Normally, no one came here, but tonight it was far from silent.
    

    

    
      Hundreds of animals, summoned by Yang Li, had gathered from every corner of the city, turning the place into a heavily guarded den of beasts.
    

    

    
      There were only three days left before the game ended.
    

    

    
      Both Yang Li and Zhang Jie knew that if they failed to eliminate the enemy faction before the game’s conclusion, they would die. Hiding was meaningless now.
    

    

    
      The enemy knew this as well. Since the final battle was inevitable, they would fight it here—on their own ground!
    

    

    
      “They’re here.”
    

    

    
      Yang Li closed her eyes, seeing clearly through the eyes of the rats lurking outside the two uninvited guests approaching the station entrance.
    

    

    
      A man and a woman.
    

    

    
      The woman wore a black trench coat and gold-rimmed glasses, her expression as cold as ice.
    

    

    
      The man looked rather casual, but a faint golden radiance—almost invisible to the naked eye—shimmered around him.
    

    

    
      “Attack!” Yang Li’s command echoed into the minds of all her animal companions.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Lin Lan and Chen Xiang had barely stepped into the entrance of the subway station when the assault began!
    

    

    
      Dozens of owls and crows let out piercing cries, swooping down from the dark ceiling like black fighter planes, their sharp beaks and claws aiming straight for the two intruders’ eyes!
    

    

    
      On the ground, hundreds of stray dogs and feral cats with mottled fur burst from the shadows, baring their teeth with low growls as they surged forward like a living tide!
    

    

    
      Yet faced with this overwhelming attack, Lin Lan didn’t even blink.
    

    

    
      Beside her, Chen Xiang’s lips curved into a cruel smile.
    

    

    
      From beneath his coat, he drew a heavily modified P90 submachine gun!
    

    

    
      This weapon had cost Lin Lan a fortune to acquire from the underground black market.
    

    

    
      “Filthy beasts, go to hell!”
    

    

    
      “Ratatatatatatata—!”
    

    

    
      The storm of bullets tore through the darkness!
    

    

    
      The projectiles poured out like a torrential rainstorm, shredding the diving birds midair into a grotesque flurry of feathers and blood!
    

    

    
      The fearless dogs that lunged at him were flung back the moment they touched the faint golden aura around his body, as though they’d slammed into an invisible wall—their bones shattered, their organs ruptured!
    

    

    
      Birds crashed, dogs bit, claws slashed—
    

    

    
      But every strike that met Chen Xiang’s thin golden shield vanished like water into sand, leaving not a trace behind.
    

    

    
      Bathed in the storm of bullets and surrounded by feral beasts, Chen Xiang stood like an unshakable war god, his submachine gun the scythe of a reaping death god.
    

    

    
      Within minutes, the first wave of Yang Li’s animal assault was utterly annihilated.
    

    

    
      The subway entrance was blanketed in a thick carpet of animal corpses, the air heavy with the stench of blood.
    

    

    
      “How… pathetic.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang blew at the hot barrel, stepping through the sticky blood and bodies as he advanced deeper into the station.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan followed behind, her cold gaze sweeping across the shadows.
    

    

    
      Soon, they reached the central hall of the station.
    

    

    
      “Roar—!”
    

    

    
      “Roar—!!”
    

    

    
      “Roar—!!!”
    

    

    
      With deafening bellows, several massive figures emerged slowly from the dark tunnels.
    

    

    
      A towering brown bear over three meters tall, standing upright!
    

    

    
      Two lions the size of small cars!
    

    

    
      Three escaped Bengal tigers, eyes blazing with ferocity!
    

    

    
      And dozens of wolves, their eyes gleaming and muscles rippling with violent power!
    

    

    
      These were the beasts Yang Li had asked Zhang Jie to gather from zoos across Jiang City. Over the past few days, she had trained them into a disciplined, battle-ready formation!
    

    

    
      With Yang Li’s psychic power enhancing them, their predatory instincts were unleashed to the extreme—their eyes burned with primal bloodlust.
    

    

    
      “Finally, some real opponents.”
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      Chen Xiang threw away the submachine gun with its magazine emptied and drew two sharp military daggers from his waist.
    

    

    
      Then a bloodthirsty grin appeared on his face as he charged toward the beast horde on his own!
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      The giant bear swung its massive paw, powerful enough to crush a car, and brought it down toward Chen Xiang’s head with unstoppable force!
    

    

    
      However, the terrifying paw rebounded violently the instant it touched the golden shield, as if struck by an irresistible power. The giant bear itself was forced several steps backward, letting out a painful roar.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang seized the opening, his body shooting forward like a cannonball. The daggers in his hands turned into twin flashes of cold light, piercing precisely into the giant bear’s eyes!
    

    

    
      Blood sprayed madly!
    

    

    
      The giant bear let out an earth-shattering howl before its enormous body crashed to the ground.
    

    

    
      Using the recoil from his strike, Chen Xiang flipped gracefully and landed right between two male lions.
    

    

    
      He ignored their fangs sharp enough to bite through steel, allowing them to frantically tear at the golden shield surrounding him. Then, without haste, he thrust both daggers straight into their throats.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang was like a heavy tank in invincible mode, charging recklessly through the horde, slaughtering at will.
    

    

    
      He savored the thrill of overwhelming destruction, the helpless cries of those ferocious beasts that he had once only seen on television.
    

    

    
      At the edge of the battlefield stood Lin Lan. Her shadow spread silently across the ground, splitting into dozens of pitch-black tendrils.
    

    

    
      Any wolves that tried to circle around Chen Xiang to attack her from the flank were immediately ensnared by the shadowy tentacles, dragged effortlessly into the darkness. After a short, sharp scream, there was silence.
    

    

    
      Just then, a blur of motion shot out from the side tunnel at incredible speed—straight toward Lin Lan’s back!
    

    

    
      “So you finally decided to show yourself.”
    

    

    
      As if she had eyes on the back of her head, Lin Lan didn’t even turn around. The shadow beneath her feet instantly transformed into a massive shield behind her.
    

    

    
      “Clang!”
    

    

    
      The short spear in Zhang Jie’s hand—crafted from a steel pipe—collided with the shadow shield, producing a crisp metallic ring.
    

    

    
      Missing his mark, Zhang Jie immediately withdrew, launching dozens of compressed air blades that flew toward Lin Lan in a dense barrage!
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s body melted into the shadows, and every wind blade struck only her shadow shield, carving deep gashes into its surface.
    

    

    
      “Good speed,” Lin Lan’s figure emerged from the darkness, “but your attack power is lacking.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie sneered coldly, and his figure vanished again.
    

    

    
      He pushed his speed to the limit, his form splitting into dozens of indistinguishable afterimages within the complex hall. From every direction, he struck at Lin Lan simultaneously.
    

    

    
      Wind blades and shadow blades clashed in midair, colliding, crossing, and dissipating.
    

    

    
      For a moment, the entire hall flickered with light and darkness; currents of energy surged violently as transcendent power rippled through the air.
    

    

    
      Yet Zhang Jie soon realized that no matter how he attacked, Lin Lan remained calm and unhurried, defending and dodging with precision—never engaging him directly.
    

    

    
      She was stalling for time!
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s heart sank. He turned sharply and saw that Chen Xiang had already broken through the beasts’ final defensive line, heading straight for Yang Li at the central platform!
    

    

    
      “Not good!”
    

    

    
      Abandoning his fight with Lin Lan, Zhang Jie spun around, ready to rush back to protect Yang Li.
    

    

    
      But that single turning motion caused him to falter.
    

    

    
      “Got you.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s icy voice sounded behind him.
    

    

    
      Dozens of black shadow tendrils erupted from the ground like demonic claws from hell, wrapping tightly around Zhang Jie’s legs!
    

    

    
      He felt a crushing weight—like being shackled by tons of iron.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Chen Xiang had already reached Yang Li.
    

    

    
      “Little girl, looks like your zoo isn’t much use.”
    

    

    
      A victor’s smile spread across Chen Xiang’s face as he advanced step by step.
    

    

    
      Yang Li’s face turned pale. The last of her hounds growled desperately and charged at Chen Xiang, only to be effortlessly cut down one by one, their skulls cleaved apart.
    

    

    
      “Damn it, die!”
    

    

    
      Bound by shadows, Zhang Jie roared furiously, hurling his short spear with all his strength straight at Chen Xiang’s back!
    

    

    
      The spear whistled through the air, but the moment it touched the golden shield, it bounced away and embedded itself weakly in a distant wall.
    

    

    
      “Don’t struggle. It’s useless.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang spoke without looking back, stepping right up to Yang Li.
    

    

    
      “No—!”
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s eyes bulged with fury as he thrashed violently, trying to break free from the shadows. But the more he struggled, the tighter they became.
    

    

    
      He attacked Lin Lan desperately with wind blades, trying to force her to release him, but Lin Lan held on with gritted teeth, enduring his assaults without letting go.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang stood before Yang Li, the same calm smile on his face. “Your animals can’t save you.”
    

    

    
      Yang Li stared at Chen Xiang, who had slaughtered all her beasts, and as he advanced toward her, she raised her dagger and thrust it forward with all her strength—only for it to bounce harmlessly off the shield.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang reached out and seized her by the throat. Yang Li glared at him, as if trying to carve his face into her very soul.
    

    

    
      “I… will remember you… you… can’t esc—”
    

    

    
      Those were the last words Yang Li left in this world.
    

    

    
      “Crack.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang twisted her slender neck without hesitation.
    

    

    
      “No!!!”
    

    

    
      Bound tightly by shadows, Zhang Jie watched Chen Xiang kill Yang Li and roared in fury.
    

    

    
      Once he finished with Yang Li, Chen Xiang appeared before Zhang Jie.
    

    

    
      “Your speed truly is impressive,” Chen Xiang said, smiling at Zhang Jie’s face twisted with rage. “But before absolute defense, it’s meaningless.”
    

    

    
      Then, he slowly raised his fist.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      A dull thud rang out.
    

    

    
      His golden-glowing fist easily pierced through Zhang Jie’s chest, shattering his still-beating heart.
    

    

    
      Zhang Jie’s expression froze. The light in his eyes dimmed rapidly before his body slumped to the ground.
    

    

    
      When the battle ended, Chen Xiang let out a long breath, an expression of satisfaction crossing his face as the golden radiance around him gradually faded away.
    

    

    
      Then, Lin Lan and Chen Xiang walked to where Chen Jingjing lay and drove a pitch-black shadow spike straight through the heart of the still-unconscious woman.
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance – Player: Windrunner – Eliminated】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance – Player: Beast Tamer – Eliminated】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance – Player: Guardian – Eliminated】
    

    

    
      【Current Remaining Players: Radiance – 1, Shadow – 2】
    

    

    
      A string of cold system notifications echoed simultaneously in the minds of the final three surviving players.
    

    

    
      Now, only three players remained in the entire game!
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      Chapter 35: The Queen’s Funeral
    

    

    
      【Radiance】faction—only one person remained.
    

    

    
      “We won.”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang took a handkerchief from his pocket and carefully wiped the blood from his hands, smiling as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “There’s still one last rat.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan corrected him coolly, her gaze directed toward a certain part of the city.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang nodded. “Then, my Queen, shall we go and put a perfect end to this game?”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      “Chen Xiang, get ready. We’re leaving.”
    

    

    
      “Um… Miss Lin,”
    

    

    
      The smile on Chen Xiang’s face stiffened slightly before turning into one of humility and discomfort. “You know my abilities—they’re not suited for direct combat.”
    

    

    
      “The ‘Guard’ state just now has ended as well. If we go now… and the opponent’s Transcendent ability is combat-oriented, I’m afraid I’ll only hold you back.”
    

    

    
      Cowardly and calculating, Chen Xiang would never place himself in danger after losing the protection of “Invincibility.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan cast him a cold glance, the disdain in her eyes undisguised.
    

    

    
      But she said nothing more.
    

    

    
      She was confident in her own Transcendent power—alone, she feared no one.
    

    

    
      To her, she alone was enough.
    

    

    
      “Very well.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan said faintly, “Then stay back and enjoy my performance.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Western outskirts of Jiang City, Jing’an Funeral Home.
    

    

    
      The night was as dark as ink, draped in a fine, misty rain.
    

    

    
      The cold raindrops washed over the city’s sins and scars, rendering the building—ever companion to death—even more silent and grim.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan held a black umbrella, stepping up the stairs to the main hall with the grace of a queen.
    

    

    
      The main door of the funeral home was slightly ajar, as if waiting for her arrival.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan folded her umbrella, pushed open the door, and stepped calmly into the hall.
    

    

    
      The lights were off. Only the pallid glow of the streetlamp outside filtered through the window, casting mottled shadows across the polished floor.
    

    

    
      In the air lingered a peculiar scent—a mix of formalin and incense.
    

    

    
      The entire hall was steeped in deathly silence.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s gaze quickly locked onto the center of the room.
    

    

    
      There stood an empty coffin of fine golden nanmu wood.
    

    

    
      Beside it was a girl dressed in a plain black dress. Her face was delicate and pale, and she stood quietly at the coffin’s side.
    

    

    
      When she saw Lin Lan enter, her face showed neither surprise nor fear—only calm, as if she were not looking at an enemy come to take her life, but at an old friend she had not seen in years.
    

    

    
      “You finally came.”
    

    

    
      Su Wan spoke softly, her voice as tranquil as the rain outside.
    

    

    
      “Hiding here—did you pick a coffin for yourself in advance?”
    

    

    
      “I must say, your taste isn’t bad. This nanmu coffin suits your status as the last player of the 【Radiance】 faction.”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan sneered, stepping closer. She disliked that calm look in Su Wan’s eyes.
    

    

    
      “Preparing a coffin ahead of time is the basic quality of a mortician.”
    

    

    
      A faint smile curved Su Wan’s lips. “However, this coffin isn’t for me.”
    

    

    
      “Oh? Is that so?”
    

    

    
      Su Wan nodded, looking straight at her. “It’s for you.”
    

    

    
      “For me?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan couldn’t help laughing. “Looks like fear has muddled your mind.”
    

    

    
      “You think you can handle me alone?”
    

    

    
      “Then come on—show me your strength!”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s patience snapped. She had no desire to waste more words with this cryptic girl.
    

    

    
      As her voice fell, the shadows at her feet stirred like living creatures, spreading madly outward!
    

    

    
      In an instant, the darkness transformed into dozens of black, writhing tendrils that lashed through the air, sealing off all of Su Wan’s escape routes.
    

    

    
      “Before you came, I was thinking about one question.”
    

    

    
      Yet Su Wan’s face showed no fear—still calm, her eyes steady on Lin Lan.
    

    

    
      “Why do people live?”
    

    

    
      Lin Lan frowned slightly, not understanding why she was asking such meaningless things.
    

    

    
      “For power? Wealth? Or a longer life?”
    

    

    
      Su Wan spoke to herself, her voice airy and distant, as if conversing with souls from another world.
    

    

    
      “Later, I understood.”
    

    

    
      “People live to protect.”
    

    

    
      “To protect what they cherish. To protect the order they believe in.”
    

    

    
      “And death… is the final test of that protection.”
    

    

    
      “Enough!”
    

    

    
      “Sharp-tongued girl.”
    

    

    
      “I hope your bones are as hard as your mouth.”
    

    

    
      A spike forged from pure, condensed shadow—sharp as a serpent’s fang—aimed straight at Su Wan’s heart.
    

    

    
      “Have you finished your last words?”
    

    

    
      “If you don’t move, this will end.” Lin Lan had reached the end of her patience. She didn’t want to hear another word of this madwoman’s ramblings.
    

    

    
      “Yes—it ends.”
    

    

    
      Su Wan looked at her calmly, no fear on her face, only a smile of relief.
    

    

    
      “Thank you…”
    

    

    
      “For attending… your funeral.”
    

    

    
      Funeral?
    

    

    
      A wave of dread surged through Lin Lan’s chest.
    

    

    
      But it was already too late.
    

    

    
      The shadow spike, driven by Lin Lan’s will, pierced straight through Su Wan’s chest.
    

    

    
      Blood bloomed across Su Wan’s simple black dress.
    

    

    
      Yet her smile only grew brighter—radiant.
    

    

    
      As Lin Lan stared in shock and confusion, Su Wan slowly raised her hand—the one she had kept hidden behind her back.
    

    

    
      In her palm lay a small red detonator.
    

    

    
      With her last ounce of strength, she pressed it.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s pupils constricted to pinpoints.
    

    

    
      No warning. No time to react.
    

    

    
      “Boom——！！！！！”
    

    

    
      A colossal explosion tore through the funeral home, powerful enough to level the entire building!
    

    

    
      From the moment the game began, Su Wan had been preparing for this very moment.
    

    

    
      Using her identity as a mortician as cover, while both the authorities and 【Shadow】 faction focused elsewhere, she had funneled all her savings through secret channels to purchase hundreds of kilograms of industrial explosives.
    

    

    
      She had placed them meticulously in the funeral home’s underground cold storage, the cremation furnace, the load-bearing walls—every vital structural point.
    

    

    
      She had turned the funeral home where she’d grown up into the most magnificent tomb—for her enemy.
    

    

    
      When Su Wan pressed the detonator, the entire building was devoured from within by a storm of flame and shockwaves!
    

    

    
      The explosion roared like thousands of tons of dynamite igniting at once, echoing across half of Jiang City!
    

    

    
      Fire and destruction erupted outward in an instant!
    

    

    
      The whole building, amidst the thunderous blast, collapsed straight down like a giant stripped of its bones!
    

    

    
      Steel screamed. Concrete shattered.
    

    

    
      Everything was consumed by flame and fury.
    

    

    
      The confident elegance on Lin Lan’s face froze into a look of indescribable shock and unwillingness.
    

    

    
      She tried to wrap herself in shadow—to flee this place of death.
    

    

    
      But it was too late.
    

    

    
      Before such a carefully planned detonation, her proud Transcendent power meant little.
    

    

    
      The shockwave that could tear steel apart, the heat that could melt all things—swallowed her whole in an instant.
    

    

    
      In the final flicker of her fading consciousness, Lin Lan finally understood Su Wan’s words.
    

    

    
      So the coffin really was for her.
    

    

    
      And this funeral—was hers.
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      Lin Lan and her unyielding ambition were buried together with the burning building, consumed entirely in the endless sea of rubble and flames.
    

    

    
      Several kilometers away, atop an unfinished building near Jing’an Funeral Home—
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang held a high-powered telescope and witnessed the explosion that would forever be engraved in Jiang City’s history.
    

    

    
      The firelight shot into the sky, blooming like a massive blood-red lotus in the night, dyeing half the heavens crimson.
    

    

    
      Even from kilometers away, the destructive shockwave made the concrete floor beneath him tremble faintly.
    

    

    
      “This… what the fuck just happened?!”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang stared blankly at the sight before him, his mind a total blank.
    

    

    
      They were all dead?
    

    

    
      Only me left?!
    

    

    
      I’m the last victor?
    

    

    
      Though he lay sprawled awkwardly on the ground, his entire body trembled with excitement.
    

    

    
      He greedily breathed in the air, awaiting the sweet oracle that would proclaim his victory.
    

    

    
      He had already begun to imagine how, after gaining permanent transcendent power, he would use the abilities of the 【Disguise Master】 to steal wealth, toy with authority, and turn the entire world into his playground.
    

    

    
      However, what came instead was a cold, piercing system tone.
    

    

    
      【Shadow】 faction player 【Shadow Controller】 has perished.
    

    

    
      【Remaining players: 【Radiance】 1, 【Shadow】 1】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The ecstasy on Chen Xiang’s face froze instantly into a twisted mask of fear and disbelief.
    

    

    
      Lin Lan… was dead?
    

    

    
      Only Lin Lan was dead?
    

    

    
      The game… wasn’t over yet?
    

    

    
      That meant… that girl named Su Wan… she wasn’t dead?!
    

    

    
      “No… impossible…”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang’s face turned ghastly pale as a chill surged from the soles of his feet to the crown of his head.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t comprehend how, in an explosion powerful enough to flatten an entire building, anyone could still be alive!
    

    

    
      What on earth was Su Wan’s ability?!
    

    

    
      The unknown was the most terrifying of all.
    

    

    
      The fear of Su Wan’s eerie powers instantly crushed Chen Xiang’s composure.
    

    

    
      He no longer dared to stay for even a second longer and quickly fled the building.
    

    

    
      As he ran, he immediately shifted his appearance into that of a drunken man on the street, staggering as he blended into the crowd.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in an unseen corner at the other end of the city, inside a spare coffin—Su Wan slowly opened her eyes.
    

    

    
      Her complexion was even paler than before, yet her gaze shone with chilling clarity.
    

    

    
      The power of the 【Embalmer】 was the deepest trump card Su Wan had concealed since the beginning of the game.
    

    

    
      She could place an “Eternal Coffin” at a designated location.
    

    

    
      When she died, she could resurrect from that coffin—but the cooldown period lasted a full week.
    

    

    
      That was why she had refused to leave the funeral home—she had to make the most of every opportunity for resurrection.
    

    

    
      After reviving, Su Wan calmly stepped out from the hidden chamber that served as her rebirth point. She changed into a clean black trench coat and tied her long hair neatly behind her.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang frantically darted through the city streets.
    

    

    
      He continuously shifted his appearance and identity.
    

    

    
      One moment, he was a hurried office worker;
    

    

    
      the next, a taxi driver waiting for passengers at the roadside;
    

    

    
      the next, an elderly man walking a dog in the park.
    

    

    
      He was like a terrified rat, desperately trying to lose himself within the maze of the vast city.
    

    

    
      After countless transformations, Chen Xiang finally stopped. He now appeared as a middle-aged man.
    

    

    
      He bought a pack of cigarettes from a small street stall, leaned against an empty street corner, and lit one with trembling hands.
    

    

    
      He inhaled deeply, puff after puff, trying to use the taste of nicotine to steady his wildly pounding heart.
    

    

    
      At that moment, a woman wearing a black trench coat and holding a black umbrella walked calmly past him. Her face was expressionless and cold.
    

    

    
      Her footsteps were so light that they made no sound at all—like a ghost drifting through a rainy night.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang looked at her, thinking her face seemed vaguely familiar—but before he could react—
    

    

    
      At the instant they brushed shoulders, a small fruit knife flashed and silently pierced his back, sliding in at a precise, almost surgical angle.
    

    

    
      The blade slipped neatly between his ribs and pierced his heart from behind.
    

    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang’s body went rigid. The cigarette dropped from his lips, scattering faint sparks on the ground.
    

    

    
      He looked down in disbelief at the cold blade protruding from his chest, his eyes full of confusion and disbelief.
    

    

    
      Slowly turning around, he stared at Su Wan’s emotionless face and, using the last of his strength, asked:
    

    

    
      “W… why… how… did you… know it was me…”
    

    

    
      Su Wan looked at him calmly, then slowly drew out the blood-dripping knife.
    

    

    
      She crouched down beside him and whispered softly into his ear:
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you notice? Every animal hates you.”
    

    

    
      “Before Yang Li died, she told every animal in the city your ‘scent.’”
    

    

    
      “I was merely… looking for the one most hated by them.”
    

    

    
      At her words, Chen Xiang’s pupils widened in shock.
    

    

    
      He looked around and finally noticed that, at some unknown moment, countless animals had gathered around him.
    

    

    
      All of them were staring at him with strange, eerie eyes.
    

    

    
      Pigeons circled above the overpass, cooing ominously.
    

    

    
      Stray cats arched their backs by the roadside, hissing with hostility.
    

    

    
      Sparrows perched on the trees turned their tiny black eyes toward him, staring without blinking.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang’s heart clenched as he suddenly recalled Yang Li’s dying glare—filled with hatred—and the words she had spoken.
    

    

    
      “I… will remember you…”
    

    

    
      Now he understood.
    

    

    
      Before her death, Yang Li had used the last of her strength to tell every animal in the city his “scent”—a unique essence of his soul.
    

    

    
      He had been marked!
    

    

    
      He had become the enemy of every animal in this city!
    

    

    
      And all Su Wan had to do was find… the one most hated by animals.
    

    

    
      From the shadows, countless stray cats and dogs slowly emerged, encircling him.
    

    

    
      Dozens—hundreds—of eyes filled with “hatred” stared at him silently, as if witnessing a long-awaited trial.
    

    

    
      Chen Xiang, swallowed by endless regret and disbelief, breathed his last.
    

    

    
      He never expected that his seemingly invincible power would be undone in such a way.
    

    

    
      【Shadow】 faction player 【Disguise Master】 has perished.
    

    

    
      【All players of Shadow faction eliminated】
    

    

    
      【Radiance】 faction has achieved victory.
    

    

    
      Congratulations to 【Radiance】 faction player 【Embalmer】 for obtaining final victory…
    

    

    
      The final system chime of the game echoed gently in Su Wan’s mind.
    

    

    
      Su Wan gazed at Chen Xiang’s lifeless body—his eyes still wide open—but her face held no joy of triumph, only a deep and unshakable sorrow.
    

    

    
      She lifted her head and looked toward the dark, cloud-shrouded sky, as though she could see through the layers of mist to glimpse the being who had orchestrated it all.
    

    

    
      “Is it truly… over?”
    

    

    
      She asked softly—perhaps to herself, perhaps to that unknown “god.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Yun Ge’s apartment—
    

    

    
      Yun Ge watched the light representing the 【Disguise Master】 fade out beside the one representing the 【Embalmer】 on the glowing screen.
    

    

    
      He set down his glass of whiskey, a faint approving smile tugging at his lips.
    

    

    
      “A beautiful curtain call.”
    

    

    
      “A trap laid with death, a gamble waged with life, and the will of fallen comrades turned into a blade.”
    

    

    
      “Su Wan—you truly are the perfect ‘Embalmer’ I chose.”
    

    

    
      Yun Ge rose and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window, overlooking the city that had, after a cataclysmic storm, finally found a brief moment of peace.
    

    

    
      “Since the first game has ended, it’s time to deliver the victor’s reward.”
    

    

    
      He reached toward the light screen and tapped it gently.
    

    

    
      A vast, pure energy from the “Primordial Sea” crossed the bounds of space and poured into Su Wan’s body.
    

    

    
      “Enjoy it, my victor.”
    

    

    
      “You shall forever retain your powers—and gain new transcendent might.”
    

    

    
      “I hope that on the grander stage to come, you’ll bring me even more surprises.”
    

    

    
      “For this world-spanning ‘Game of Gods’—has only just begun.”
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      Half a month after the end of the “Game of Gods” in Jiang City.
    

    

    
      The capital of the Longxi Republic, one hundred meters beneath the surface—the National Strategic Command Center.
    

    

    
      This was the true brain of the Longxi Republic, capable of withstanding a nuclear strike of tens of megatons, and also the most heavily guarded secret of the entire nation.
    

    

    
      At this moment, inside a top-level conference room codenamed “Kunlun,” a meeting was in session.
    

    

    
      Before the long rectangular conference table sat the most powerful figures of the nation—top leaders from the military, government, national security, and the Academy of Sciences.
    

    

    
      At the center of the conference room, a holographic projection device was continuously playing all the extraordinary footage officially recorded during the Jiang City incident.
    

    

    
      There was the scene of Zheng Wei tearing apart an armored vehicle with his bare hands, roaring like a demon god;
    

    

    
      There was Liu Gang transforming into a towering, hundred-meter-tall iron giant, unleashing a storm of metal that shredded modern troops into fragments;
    

    

    
      There was Sun Na becoming a blazing phoenix of flame, burning everything in dazzling, destructive splendor;
    

    

    
      There was Zhang Jie defying gravity, darting across rooftops with movements too fast to capture;
    

    

    
      And there was Wu Ce’s grotesque stitched monstrosity—an abomination formed from countless animal carcasses, as if it had crawled out from the pages of a Cthulhu mythos...
    

    

    
      Each of these scenes, transcending the bounds of human understanding, played on loop in the silent conference room like an epic of gods and devils.
    

    

    
      Every person present was a true titan of the Longxi Republic, veterans who had weathered countless storms. Their wills were forged of iron, their hands wielded power capable of shaping global destiny.
    

    

    
      Yet at this moment, they still felt a chill and awe that came from the depths of the soul.
    

    

    
      “According to the final battle damage report from the Jiang City Joint Command,”
    

    

    
      a general from the military rasped, breaking the silence, “our forces suffered three hundred and sixty-one casualties, over eight hundred serious injuries, and the loss of seventy-three pieces of heavy technical equipment—including infantry fighting vehicles and armed helicopters.”
    

    

    
      “And our only result was the ‘elimination’ of three Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      Professor Jiang, the one who had previously proposed the “Administrator Privilege” theory, pushed up his glasses and said,
    

    

    
      “We must clearly recognize that the emergence of the ‘Transcendent’ is, for human civilization, no less shocking than humanity’s first discovery of ‘fire.’”
    

    

    
      “It will completely overturn the foundations of our current physics, biology, and even sociology!”
    

    

    
      “We can no longer rely on outdated thinking to confront this new era that has already arrived!”
    

    

    
      “Comrades, facts have proven that Professor Jiang is right.” The elder seated at the head of the table slowly spoke after his gaze swept across everyone present.
    

    

    
      “An extraordinary era—completely unknown to us and known as the ‘Game of Gods’—has already descended.”
    

    

    
      “In the face of this Transcendent Era, all the experience, rules, and technologies we once prided ourselves on are no longer applicable.”
    

    

    
      “The lesson of Jiang City was a tragic one.”
    

    

    
      “We sacrificed hundreds of our finest soldiers, lost billions worth of advanced equipment, only to barely ‘eliminate’ three exposed Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      “Yet according to Zheng Wei’s information, that was merely a small fraction of the twelve ‘players’ within Jiang City alone.”
    

    

    
      “We have no idea how many such ‘games’ are being—or will soon be—played across Longxi, or across the globe, hidden from our sight.”
    

    

    
      “Nor do we know what that being hiding in the shadows—calling itself a ‘god,’ freely granting mortals extraordinary power and treating human life as mere grass—that so-called ‘creator of the game’... truly is.”
    

    

    
      The Commander’s voice echoed through the conference room, each word striking heavily upon the hearts of everyone there.
    

    

    
      “However,”
    

    

    
      his tone suddenly shifted, his previously calm eyes becoming razor-sharp.
    

    

    
      “The Longxi Republic has an indomitable will that never surrenders to any catastrophe, and the courage to draw our swords before any challenge!”
    

    

    
      “We possess the strongest organization, discipline, and learning ability among all humankind!”
    

    

    
      “Even a ‘god’ shall not treat us as mere pawns in his game!”
    

    

    
      “We shall show him with our actions—that humanity is not a flock of lambs waiting for slaughter!”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, from this day forth—”
    

    

    
      The Commander slammed his hand on the table and stood up, his gaze blazing.
    

    

    
      “—we shall officially initiate the nation’s highest-level emergency response protocol: Project Ark!”
    

    

    
      “Project Ark?” The crowd was momentarily stunned.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The old man nodded. “A ‘flood’ vast enough to drown the entire old world has already arrived.”
    

    

    
      “We can no longer afford to wait passively—we must actively build an ‘Ark’ of our own.”
    

    

    
      “One that will carry us through this cataclysm, into a new era.”
    

    

    
      “From this moment onward, the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs will be transformed from a temporary organization into a permanent, top-level independent department—under my direct command!”
    

    

    
      “This department shall possess independent authority over law enforcement, intelligence, and—during states of emergency—autonomous military operations!”
    

    

    
      “It will unite the nation’s finest talent and resources, assuming full responsibility for handling all future incidents related to the ‘Transcendent’!”
    

    

    
      Then, the Commander’s gaze fell upon a man seated at the far end of the table.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Chen Mo.”
    

    

    
      “Here!” Chen Mo immediately stood up, his posture straight and firm.
    

    

    
      “During the Jiang City incident, you displayed extraordinary composure, foresight, and a strong sense of duty.”
    

    

    
      “We’ve all reviewed your report on the Jiang City incident—it was well written, and deeply insightful.”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, we have decided to grant you a special appointment: you are hereby promoted to Deputy Director of the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs, with the rank of Major General, fully authorized to oversee the Bureau’s establishment and daily operations!”
    

    

    
      A wave of shock rippled through the room.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo froze for a moment—he had not expected to be entrusted with such immense responsibility.
    

    

    
      But he quickly regained composure, snapped to attention, and gave a crisp military salute. “I guarantee the mission will be accomplished!”
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      The Commander nodded in satisfaction. “Now, tell us—what do you plan to do?”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo took a deep breath, stepped forward, and opened the dossier he had long prepared.
    

    

    
      “Report to all leaders.”
    

    

    
      “My plan consists of three parts.”
    

    

    
      “The first part is technical support and military capability upgrades.”
    

    

    
      “We will immediately begin recruiting—nationwide and globally—top experts in physics, biology, information technology, materials science, and related fields, at all costs, to establish dozens of ‘Transcendent Phenomenon Analysis Laboratories.’”
    

    

    
      “We will use scientific methods to analyze the very essence of the ‘Transcendent’!”
    

    

    
      “At the same time, based on the Transcendent abilities exposed during the Jiang City incident, our military industry units must, in the shortest possible time, develop countermeasures and specialized weaponry!”
    

    

    
      On the holographic projection, several conceptual designs of weapons instantly appeared.
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      A grenade shaped like a flying disc flickered with blue electric arcs.
    

    

    
      “This is the ‘Magnetic Storm Grenade’. We expect it to generate an immensely strong pulse magnetic field in an instant, designed specifically to counter abilities that manipulate metal.”
    

    

    
      Inside a pressurized canister was a black foam.
    

    

    
      “This is the ‘Graphene Energy-Absorbing Foam’. We expect it to absorb and neutralize thermal energy with extreme efficiency—it’s the nemesis of flame-type abilities.”
    

    

    
      A large net woven from white fibers lay stretched out.
    

    

    
      “This is the ‘Ultra-High Molecular Weight Polyethylene Restraint Net’. We expect its material strength to be fifteen times that of steel of the same mass, designed specifically to restrain strength-type Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      “In addition, we must establish a massive ‘Transcendent Ability Archive’!”
    

    

    
      “We will catalog and name all Transcendent abilities that appeared during the Jiang City incident, as well as all abilities that may appear in the future.”
    

    

    
      “These are the preliminary files we’ve compiled so far.”
    

    

    
      One after another, records appeared on the screen.
    

    

    
      【File No.: 001, Codename: Popeye, Name: Zheng Wei, Ability Description: Possesses unimaginable strength and defense. Tests show his normal strength to be about a hundred times that of an average adult male, capable of tearing apart tank armor barehanded. In a special state (after consuming spinach), his strength would skyrocket again—he once displayed the terrifying power to uproot an entire underground base. Status: Deceased.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 002, Codename: Iron Lord, Name: Liu Gang, Ability Description: Can manipulate metallic substances to reshape and move at high speed. Once demonstrated the terrifying ability to gather tens of thousands of tons of metal into a hundred-meter-tall steel giant. Status: Deceased.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 003, Codename: Zhu Rong, Name: Sun Na, Ability Description: Can create and control high-temperature flames and is immune to fire damage. Once manifested in the form of a flaming phoenix. Status: Deceased.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 004, Codename: Plague Doctor, Name: Wu Ce, Ability Description: Puppet control. Can create and manipulate ‘flesh puppets’ stitched together from biological corpses. Status: Deceased.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 005, Codename: ???, Name: Li Ming, Ability Description: ??? Status: Deceased.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 006, Codename: Gale, Name: Zhang Jie, Ability Description: Possesses super-speed movement, ignoring certain physical inertia. Status: Missing.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 007, Codename: Painted Skin, Name: ???, Ability Description: Can flawlessly alter appearance and voice; poses an immense threat to the organization. Status: Missing.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 008, Codename: Voodoo, Name: ???, Ability Description: Capable of remote curse killings through unknown mediums; extremely dangerous. Status: Missing.】
    

    

    
      【File No.: 009, Codename: Keeper, Name: ???, Ability Description: Can control animals for reconnaissance and attack. Status: Missing.】
    

    

    
      “Our intelligence department will continue updating and supplementing these files to provide the most precise intelligence support for every future operation.”
    

    

    
      Gazing at this archive, compiled through countless sacrifices of blood and life, Chen Mo felt a surge of mixed emotions. He knew this was only the tip of the iceberg.
    

    

    
      Pausing for a moment to collect himself, Chen Mo continued, “The second part concerns the recruitment of Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      “We will continue to use Zheng Wei as the model, extending goodwill toward all potential Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      “In the Jiang City incident, aside from those confirmed dead, we must spare no effort to locate the remaining Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      “At the same time, we will form a specialized team, recruiting top experts from psychology, sociology, and human behavioral studies to conduct comprehensive analyses of the mental and behavioral patterns of all Transcendents.”
    

    

    
      “For those willing to cooperate and who maintain a certain moral standard, we will use every means possible to recruit them!”
    

    

    
      “But for those who refuse to cooperate—or harbor clear malice toward the nation and its people—we will carry out the most resolute and thorough purges!”
    

    

    
      “And the third part concerns information control.”
    

    

    
      “At the level of the ordinary public, the existence of ‘Transcendents’ must be absolutely denied. Their awareness would only lead to widespread panic and instability.”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, we will define the Jiang City incident as ‘a major terrorist attack orchestrated by foreign forces colluding with domestic criminal groups, using undisclosed high-tech weaponry.’”
    

    

    
      “All our fallen comrades will be posthumously honored with the highest recognition—as ‘Anti-Terrorism Heroes’.”
    

    

    
      “This will preserve the basic stability of society and buy us the time needed to absorb and comprehend the impact of the ‘Transcendents’.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s plan was methodical, logical, and brimming with rational foresight.
    

    

    
      The leaders present exchanged approving looks.
    

    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    

    
      The Commander finally made the decision. “We’ll proceed according to Comrade Chen Mo’s plan!”
    

    

    
      “I hereby order Project Ark to commence immediately!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      And thus, the meeting ended.
    

    

    
      Orders, clear and decisive, were issued from the very core of the nation’s power.
    

    

    
      Countless funds were injected, countless elites were recruited, countless resources were mobilized.
    

    

    
      After suffering a devastating dimensional blow, human civilization once again revealed its indomitable resilience!
    

    

    
      Humanity’s greatest weapon had never been guns or cannons—
    

    

    
      It was its capacity to learn, to adapt, and its unyielding resolve and courage!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside Yun Ge’s apartment.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge watched the massive, swiftly operating machinery of the nation on the light screen with keen interest.
    

    

    
      He saw those sleepless scientists;
    

    

    
      Saw the myriad imaginative countermeasures being developed;
    

    

    
      Saw the rekindled human fighting spirit;
    

    

    
      Saw the newly established Transcendent files, filled with detailed research on the abilities he had designed…
    

    

    
      Watching all this, a faint smile curved Yun Ge’s lips.
    

    

    
      He felt as though he were watching a group of clever children building a seawall out of toy blocks to resist a tsunami.
    

    

    
      Though it was all full of rigor, science, and human ingenuity—
    

    

    
      To Yun Ge, it appeared so absurd, so ignorant, so laughable.
    

    

    
      Gracefully, Yun Ge poured himself a glass of whiskey, swirling the ice sphere within.
    

    

    
      “Oh? So, you’ve begun to resist?”
    

    

    
      “Trying to use the order of mortals to defy the script of gods?”
    

    

    
      “Good. Very good.”
    

    

    
      “Then let me see—what kind of new act your carefully prepared ‘Ark’ will perform, and what kind of amusement it will bring me.”
    

    

    
      “I’m starting to look forward to it.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t disappoint me too much.”
    

    

    
      Then, Yun Ge’s gaze shifted toward the vast, blue planet on the screen.
    

    

    
      “Since the first act has come to an end,”
    

    

    
      “...it’s time to choose a new stage and new players for the second.”
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      Despite the Longxi Republic’s government deploying thunderous measures to seal off all footage related to the “Jiang City Incident” in the shortest possible time—
    

    

    
      And forcibly smoothing over all online discussions through a realistic city-scale anti-terrorism exercise—
    

    

    
      There had never been such a thing as a true secret for capital and power.
    

    

    
      At the Lin Group’s headquarters, inside the top-floor chairman’s office—
    

    

    
      Lin Lan’s father, Lin Canghai, a formidable tycoon who had dominated the Longxi Republic’s business world for decades, was now quietly studying the woman standing before him—his late daughter’s most trusted assistant.
    

    

    
      “So, what you mean is,”
    

    

    
      Lin Canghai’s voice betrayed no emotion, yet his hawk-like sharp gaze made Sophie feel as though she were suffocating under invisible pressure, “Before Lanlan’s disappearance, she was acting like a madwoman—recklessly mobilizing all the company’s liquid assets to pursue a so-called ‘Urban Sanitation and Environmental Comprehensive Project’ that had absolutely nothing to do with our business?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Chairman.”
    

    

    
      Sophie’s voice trembled slightly as she handed over a thick financial report and action record. “These are all the fund flows and operation logs.”
    

    

    
      “President Lin… no, the Young Miss’s actions at that time had already gone completely beyond the bounds of business logic…”
    

    

    
      Lin Canghai spoke slowly, “Alright. I understand. You may go.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Chairman.” Sophie, feeling as if she had been pardoned, bowed and left the office.
    

    

    
      After she was gone, Lin Canghai didn’t look at the report. Instead, he turned his gaze to the encrypted laptop sitting on his desk.
    

    

    
      It was Lin Lan’s personal computer.
    

    

    
      After Lin Lan was officially declared a “missing person in a terrorist attack,” Sophie had found this laptop among her belongings.
    

    

    
      Relying on his familiarity with his daughter, Lin Canghai broke the password—and what he saw next shattered his entire worldview.
    

    

    
      A folder named “Game of Gods.”
    

    

    
      Inside were Lin Lan’s analyses of all known players—their suspected identities, ability assessments—and the detailed “hunting plans” she had drawn up herself.
    

    

    
      “Transcendents… Chosen of God…”
    

    

    
      Lin Canghai stared at the unbelievable words on the screen, falling into a long silence.
    

    

    
      All his life, he had worshipped only money and power, never believing in gods or spirits.
    

    

    
      But his daughter’s death—and the irrational, almost deranged actions she took before it—shook the unshakable foundations of his world for the first time.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      That night, Lin Canghai activated his vast intelligence network.
    

    

    
      The power of money revealed itself in full.
    

    

    
      His private security company dispatched its most elite teams, who infiltrated Jiang City and located the police officers and soldiers who had survived the Transcendent incident.
    

    

    
      Under heavy bribes and threats, some survivors—those silenced by gag orders—finally confessed the nightmarish truths they had witnessed.
    

    

    
      Afterward, Lin Canghai spent even more money bribing high-ranking officials in the Dragon Nation, acquiring several original, unedited video files.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      A week later, in the capital, inside a top-tier private club closed to the public—
    

    

    
      Lin Canghai had gathered several top magnates whose wealth rivaled his own.
    

    

    
      Among them was Chu He, a self-made billionaire from Jiang City renowned for his ruthlessness.
    

    

    
      “Brother Lin, what’s with the mystery today? Calling us all here—got some massive deal brewing?” Chu He asked with a grin, wine glass in hand.
    

    

    
      Lin Canghai didn’t reply. He merely snapped his fingers.
    

    

    
      The club’s central holographic projector came alive, and fragments of classified footage from Jiang City began to play before their eyes.
    

    

    
      When Liu Gang transformed into a hundred-meter-tall steel giant, ripping tanks and armored vehicles apart like toys—
    

    

    
      When Sun Na became a phoenix of living flame, reducing everything around her to ashes—
    

    

    
      When Zheng Wei tore an entire underground base from the earth and hurled it like a god—
    

    

    
      The entire private room fell into a deathly silence.
    

    

    
      These men—standing at the pinnacle of wealth and power, who could decide the fate of countless lives with a single word—now wore the same expressions as Zhang Wei, that ordinary office worker who had knelt trembling before his window that night.
    

    

    
      Shock, terror, and an existential sense of insignificance.
    

    

    
      “Th-this… this is…”
    

    

    
      Chu He’s wine glass fell to the floor with a loud clang, spilling the expensive red wine everywhere—but he didn’t even notice.
    

    

    
      His body trembled uncontrollably, his eyes filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      “This… is the power of gods.”
    

    

    
      Lin Canghai spoke slowly, his voice hoarse, “A power that surpasses everything we possess—money, authority, technology. True power.”
    

    

    
      “Eternal life, strength, immortality…”
    

    

    
      “These things we once thought impossible… now have a path toward attainment.”
    

    

    
      His words fell like a stone into a calm lake, sending shockwaves through every heart in the room.
    

    

    
      After the shock and fear came something even stronger—an almost bestial greed and yearning!
    

    

    
      They already possessed everything the mortal world could offer. Money was just numbers; power had long since grown dull.
    

    

    
      But the appearance of the “Transcendent” had opened the door to a new world.
    

    

    
      “Brother Lin, you mean to say…” Chu He’s breathing quickened.
    

    

    
      “My daughter, Lin Lan, died in this so-called ‘Game of Gods’—this hunt.”
    

    

    
      Lin Canghai’s tone was frighteningly calm. “And now, I will stop at nothing to seize that power for myself.”
    

    

    
      “I need all of your help.”
    

    

    
      “Together, we shall usher in… a new era of our own!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Beneath the night sky, a massive cruise ship floated silently over the dark ocean like a drifting palace of light.
    

    

    
      At its highest deck, a secret auction limited to the most elite magnates and powerholders of the Dragon Nation was underway.
    

    

    
      There were no shouting auctioneers—only silent waiters moving gracefully among the guests, and whispered, trembling conversations barely containing their excitement.
    

    

    
      Every person present represented either a colossal commercial empire or an unseen family of immense influence. The wealth and authority they held could shake the economy of a small nation.
    

    

    
      Yet now, all eyes burned feverishly toward the object displayed at the center of the auction platform—encased in bulletproof glass.
    

    

    
      It was a palm-sized fragment of scorched, twisted metal.
    

    

    
      “Ladies and gentlemen,”
    

    

    
      The auctioneer’s voice came clearly through the tiny speakers at each seat, “This item originates from the ‘special incident’ that occurred in Jiang City over a month ago.”
    

    

    
      “According to our most reliable intelligence, this fragment was once part of the hundred-meter ‘Steel Giant’s’ body.”
    

    

    
      “It may still bear traces of ‘Divine Grace.’”
    

    

    
      The moment he finished speaking, the atmosphere in the hall ignited.
    

    

    
      “Fifty million!” a business tycoon shouted first.
    

    

    
      “Eighty million!” came the immediate reply from a powerful family’s representative.
    

    

    
      “One hundred million!”
    

    

    
      “One hundred and fifty million!”
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      The price soared at an almost insane speed.
    

    

    
      Fortunes that could have bought several publicly listed companies in the mundane world were now being thrown out without hesitation—just for a piece of scrap metal that might contain a “secret.”
    

    

    
      In the end, the fragment of metal was claimed by Haicheng’s richest man, Zhao Yuan, for the astronomical sum of three hundred million Dragon Coins.
    

    

    
      After the auction ended, Zhao Yuan invited more than a dozen of the most important guests to a private conference room on the top deck of the cruise ship.
    

    

    
      “Everyone,”
    

    

    
      Zhao Yuan toyed with the still-warm metal shard in his hand, his sharp gaze sweeping across the room. “I believe tonight’s auction has already allowed you all to feel the pulse of the ‘new era.’”
    

    

    
      “Immortality, power, transcendence beyond the mortal realm…”
    

    

    
      “Things we once only dared to imagine in dreams have now appeared before us in reality.”
    

    

    
      “The authorities have established their so-called ‘Transcendent Affairs Administration’. They want to monopolize this power! That is something we absolutely cannot allow!”
    

    

    
      Zhao Yuan’s voice was filled with fervor. “Since divine grace has descended upon the world, it should be wielded by those of us who stand at the pinnacle of human civilization!”
    

    

    
      “I propose that we unite—to form an organization of our own.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Yuan activated a projector, and four golden words appeared in the air: “The Ascension Alliance.”
    

    

    
      “The purpose of our ‘Ascension Alliance’ is singular: to capture the ‘Chosen Ones’ at any cost, to decipher the secret of ‘Divine Grace’, and to ultimately obtain that grace for ourselves!”
    

    

    
      Greedy flames ignited in the eyes of the gathered tycoons.
    

    

    
      “I agree!”
    

    

    
      “Count me in!”
    

    

    
      “I’ll stake my entire fortune!”
    

    

    
      Thus, an organization built upon capital and power was quietly born that very night.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After its founding, the “Ascension Alliance” began to spread through every corner of the Longxi Republic at a terrifying speed.
    

    

    
      Using their immense financial resources, they swiftly constructed an intelligence network that rivaled the government’s own.
    

    

    
      At the same time, they began to move with manic determination—purchasing abandoned factories, ancient buildings, private islands, and even ports and airports in small nations—any place that might become the next “game battlefield.”
    

    

    
      They sought to bring future “game zones” under their control ahead of time.
    

    

    
      They recruited several of the world’s most elite mercenary groups from the global black market and armed them with top-tier weaponry.
    

    

    
      Thus, a private army—answering only to capital, unbound by any law or morality—was quietly taking shape.
    

    

    
      And in secret biological laboratories scattered across international waters and third-world countries, inhumane and anti-human experiments were being carried out.
    

    

    
      They collected massive amounts of soil and rubble from the ruins of the Jiang City incident, attempting to extract what they called “Transcendent particles.”
    

    

    
      They kidnapped individuals deemed to possess “special potential,” imprisoning them in cold laboratories, subjecting them to brutal methods—high-voltage shocks, genetic mutagenesis, psychotropic drug stimulation—all in an effort to artificially awaken the “divinity” within them, to “manufacture” those who might be chosen by the gods.
    

    

    
      Countless innocents perished in agony within these deranged experiments.
    

    

    
      But the members of the “Ascension Alliance” felt not an ounce of pity.
    

    

    
      In their eyes, these ordinary people were nothing more than cheap stepping stones beneath their feet as they climbed the “Stairway to Godhood.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Two months after the Jiang City Game ended.
    

    

    
      Haicheng—a bustling, cosmopolitan coastal city.
    

    

    
      The autumn afternoon sun was warm but not harsh, and the sea breeze brushed gently through the air, carrying a faint salty scent.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge, dressed in a white T-shirt and linen-colored casual pants, strolled along Haicheng’s most famous seaside boulevard like an ordinary tourist.
    

    

    
      After the “magnificent” drama in Jiang City, he had granted himself a long vacation.
    

    

    
      He walked through the bustling shopping streets, ordered a bowl of the city’s famous fish ball soup at a corner snack shop, and spent a long while in a modern art museum, standing before an abstract painting of a post-apocalyptic wasteland.
    

    

    
      He rode an old ferry, watching as the horizon blurred where sea met sky, feeling the wind from the seagulls sweeping past his head.
    

    

    
      He was like any ordinary traveler—measuring the city with his footsteps, experiencing its warmth and humanity with his senses.
    

    

    
      No one knew that this harmless-looking young man was the mastermind behind the cataclysmic storm that had engulfed the world.
    

    

    
      Wherever his gaze fell, every hidden secret, every person’s past and future, all unfolded before him as streams of data, clear as day.
    

    

    
      By evening, Yun Ge arrived at an old gallery near the port.
    

    

    
      The gallery was small and quiet, its walls lined with dark, oppressive paintings filled with pain and struggle.
    

    

    
      A young artist in a faded denim jacket, hair disheveled, face unshaven, sat in a corner staring blankly at a blank canvas.
    

    

    
      His eyes were hollow, filled with the loneliness of unrecognized talent and the confusion of a lost future.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge’s gaze lingered on him for a moment.
    

    

    
      He could see deep within the young man’s soul a fire of unwillingness burning bright—the twin flames of “talent” and “ambition.”
    

    

    
      Yun Ge walked to a painting depicting the deep sea.
    

    

    
      In it, black waters like solidified ink churned, and a massive octopus tentacle, its full form unseen, rose slowly from the abyss—as if ready to drag a tiny, toy-like fishing boat down into the depths.
    

    

    
      The entire painting radiated an indescribable Lovecraftian horror and suffocating dread.
    

    

    
      “What’s the name of this painting?” Yun Ge asked softly.
    

    

    
      The young artist was startled by the sudden voice. He looked up at Yun Ge, stunned for a moment, then said with a self-deprecating smile, “No name. It wouldn’t sell anyway.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll buy it,” Yun Ge said.
    

    

    
      “Ah?” The young artist froze again.
    

    

    
      “I said, I’ll buy it.” Yun Ge pointed at the painting, then at several others in the same style hanging in the corner. “These—I’ll take them all.”
    

    

    
      The young artist could hardly believe his ears. He looked at the seemingly ordinary young man before him, stammering, “Y-you’re sure?”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      Yun Ge smiled and nodded, then named a price high enough to clear all the young man’s debts and ensure years of comfort.
    

    

    
      Under the artist’s gaze—filled with awe and gratitude, as if beholding a god—Yun Ge left his address and contact information, then turned to leave.
    

    

    
      As he stepped out of the gallery, Yun Ge looked back at the young artist, still overwhelmed by disbelief and joy, and his lips curved into a meaningful smile.
    

    

    
      “An interesting soul.”
    

    

    
      “I wonder, when he gains the ability to turn his paintings into reality, what kind of breathtaking ‘works’ he’ll create?”
    

    

    
      Yun Ge’s figure vanished into the twilight at the harbor pier.
    

    

    
      That night, Yun Ge stood atop the observation deck of Haicheng’s tallest landmark—the “Skyreach Tower.”
    

    

    
      He spread his arms wide, gazing down upon the city below, glittering with lights like a sea of stars.
    

    

    
      He could feel it—the desire, ambition, and madness here were far more intense than in Jiang City.
    

    

    
      The power of the authorities, the reach of capital, and the countless souls struggling at the bottom…
    

    

    
      All kinds of forces intertwined and clashed in this place.
    

    

    
      “This is it.”
    

    

    
      Yun Ge closed his eyes, a smile of anticipation appearing on his face.
    

    

    
      “The stage for the second act will be set here.”
    

    

    
      He extended his hand, and twelve new cards, each faintly glowing, floated slowly above his palm.
    

    

    
      【Painter】, 【God Thief】, 【Magician】, 【Thunder God】, 【Mind Controller】…
    

    

    
      “Well then, my dear players,”
    

    

    
      “Are you ready to make your entrance?”
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      Haicheng City, Special Police Unit Training Base.
    

    

    
      On an early autumn morning, the air carried a faint chill.
    

    

    
      The young SWAT officer Li Wei had just finished a five-kilometer weighted cross-country run.
    

    

    
      Sweat soaked through his training uniform, sliding down his chiseled cheeks, yet his expression remained steadfast, his eyes bright as stars.
    

    

    
      As the youngest sniper in the unit, Li Wei’s performance ranked among the best. He was regarded by everyone as a rising star.
    

    

    
      However, in recent weeks, he had sensed that something about the atmosphere within the team was off.
    

    

    
      The training intensity had inexplicably increased, and their usual rifles had been replaced with a batch of futuristic-looking, non-metallic kinetic rifles whose models Li Wei couldn’t even name.
    

    

    
      Even stranger, several weeks ago, a group of men in black suits had suddenly appeared at the base. 
    

    

    
      They wore stern expressions and presented credentials bearing only a mysterious emblem—formed by a dragon pattern and a shield—alongside the words “869 Bureau.”
    

    

    
      These people held frighteningly high authority. They directly transferred the top elites from various units to form what they called a “Special Operations Joint Task Force.”
    

    

    
      Because of his exceptional overall ability, Li Wei had the “honor” of being selected.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At first, Li Wei had thought he was going to participate in some top-secret mission and had been full of excitement. But after the first few missions, everything he experienced felt utterly absurd.
    

    

    
      He still remembered the very first “special mission” he had taken part in.
    

    

    
      “All units, attention! All units, attention!”
    

    

    
      At three in the morning, a shrill alarm ripped Li Wei from his sleep.
    

    

    
      “Emergency mission! In five minutes, all personnel fully armed—assemble at Zone A!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei quickly suited up and rushed to the assembly point.
    

    

    
      There, more than ten black armored assault vehicles were already revving, the air tense with urgency.
    

    

    
      Leading the team was a middle-aged man from the 869 Bureau, code-named “Beidou.”
    

    

    
      His expression was grave, his gaze sharp, and he delivered the mission briefing with curt precision.
    

    

    
      “According to our citywide ‘Sky Eye’ system monitoring, an abandoned chemical plant in the western district showed abnormal energy fluctuations fifteen minutes ago.”
    

    

    
      “Our task is to immediately head to the area, secure the site, determine the source of the energy fluctuation, and eliminate all unstable factors.”
    

    

    
      Energy fluctuation? Sky Eye system?
    

    

    
      Li Wei was utterly confused, but he didn’t ask questions.
    

    

    
      As a soldier, obedience to orders was his duty.
    

    

    
      The convoy sped to the target site with sirens blaring.
    

    

    
      However, when they entered the abandoned chemical plant with weapons drawn and nerves taut—
    

    

    
      They found the place empty. The only things there were hundreds of high-powered servers running at full speed, producing a deafening hum.
    

    

    
      Countless cables tangled together like spiderwebs, all connecting to a massive transformer.
    

    

    
      “Reporting to command! This… this looks like an illegal Bitcoin mining site!”
    

    

    
      “What?!”
    

    

    
      Through the comms came Beidou’s voice, filled with shock and anger.
    

    

    
      The so-called “intense energy fluctuation” had been caused simply by the servers of this underground mining operation overloading simultaneously, disrupting the area’s power grid.
    

    

    
      Thus, their first “special mission” ended in a farcical anticlimax.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The subsequent missions grew even more ridiculous.
    

    

    
      Once, a citizen reported seeing a “dark shadow” gliding rapidly over the surface of the Huangpu River, suspecting it was a “water ghost.”
    

    

    
      The 869 Bureau reacted as though facing an enemy army, deploying three high-speed patrol boats and a helicopter to seal off the entire river section.
    

    

    
      Li Wei and his teammates, wearing diving suits, searched the freezing waters all night.
    

    

    
      In the end, what they found buried in the riverbed mud was the so-called “water ghost”—the latest underwater propulsion device, smuggled in from abroad by a rich second-generation kid.
    

    

    
      That young man had only wanted to test his new toy at night—nearly getting himself shot as a “river monster.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Another time, intel indicated that a “flying man” had been sighted on the rooftop of a high-end residential complex.
    

    

    
      The task force immediately surrounded the entire building. Li Wei and several assault members rappelled down from the roof, smashing through the windows.
    

    

    
      Inside, they found only a wingsuit-clad extreme sports influencer, staring at them in utter terror while filming.
    

    

    
      It turned out he had just wanted to try his new gear at home—his neighbor across the street mistook him for a “winged monster” and called the police.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After a series of such blunders, the entire “Special Operations Joint Task Force” began to feel strangely uneasy.
    

    

    
      In the cafeteria, Li Wei poked at his food and couldn’t help complaining to the veteran Zhao sitting opposite him.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zhao, don’t you think something’s off?” Li Wei asked in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “Off? What’s off?” Old Zhao gave him a sidelong glance, pretending not to care.
    

    

    
      “Everything’s off!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei’s voice rose involuntarily. “Just look at the kind of missions we’ve been doing lately!”
    

    

    
      “Last week, we went fully armed to an old mansion by the Bund because of an ‘anomalous event.’”
    

    

    
      “And what did we find when we broke in? A film crew shooting a horror movie!”
    

    

    
      “The night before last, we got an emergency call in the middle of the night—said a warehouse had been ‘emitting eerie lights all night.’”
    

    

    
      “There were dozens of us surrounding that place like it was a fortress—and it turned out to be some influencer doing a live outdoor star-projection stream!”
    

    

    
      “And yesterday! They sent us to catch a ‘thief who could run up walls.’ And what did we find?”
    

    

    
      “An extreme sports influencer filming a short video!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei grew more agitated as he spoke. “Tell me, what the hell is this new ‘869 Bureau’ up to?!”
    

    

    
      “They act like they own the place—waving their authority around and treating us SWAT officers like clowns!”
    

    

    
      Old Zhao listened quietly, sipping his water without saying a word.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zhao, what’s the deal with this 869 Bureau anyway?”
    

    

    
      Li Wei leaned closer. “I heard some guys say their authority is terrifying—they can even mobilize the military directly. Our leaders follow their orders without question.”
    

    

    
      “And the people they recruit are bizarre too—physicists, biologists, even professors who study ancient mythology and folklore…”
    

    

    
      “Don’t ask what you shouldn’t.”
    

    

    
      Old Zhao screwed the cap back on his bottle and patted Li Wei’s shoulder, speaking earnestly. “We’re cops. We take our pay, do what we’re told. No point overthinking it.”
    

    

    
      “But this is too ridiculous!” Li Wei protested.
    

    

    
      Old Zhao changed the subject. “Finish your meal. There’s hand-to-hand training this afternoon.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei looked at Zhao’s detached, unconcerned expression and sighed helplessly.
    

    

    
      He knew most people in the unit felt the same way—believing these were all coincidences or strange new types of crimes they couldn’t yet understand.
    

    

    
      But Li Wei’s instincts told him the truth was far from simple.
    

    

    
      Especially when it came to that 869 Bureau.
    

    

    
      That night, back in the dorm, Li Wei lay in bed, unable to sleep.
    

    

    
      He picked up his phone and, almost unconsciously, typed “truth behind Jiang City terrorist attack” into the search engine.
    

    

    
      Most of the results were official reports or glorified propaganda pieces.
    

    

    
      But among deleted and cached pages, he found fragmented, dreamlike descriptions.
    

    

    
      “…That wasn’t a terrorist attack! I saw it with my own eyes! It was a god! A god who could control metal!”
    

    

    
      “…Flames! Fire everywhere! Like a phoenix in the sky!”
    

    

    
      “…They were demons! The police and army were like toys before them…”
    

    

    
      Each of these posts vanished within minutes, their accounts permanently banned.
    

    

    
      Yet those words, filled with terror and awe, took root like seeds in Li Wei’s heart.
    

    

    
      He turned off his phone and stared at Haicheng’s glittering nightscape through the window—feeling, for the first time, uncertain about the world he lived in.
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      The weight of too many questions pressed upon Li Wei’s heart, and he finally applied for a leave of absence from his superiors.
    

    

    
      He wanted to leave that environment for a while, to sort through his thoughts.
    

    

    
      On an autumn afternoon, Li Wei walked alone along the Bund of Haicheng.
    

    

    
      The river wind brushed past, carrying a faint chill that swept away a bit of the frustration clouding his heart.
    

    

    
      Li Wei looked at the ships moving across the river and at the skyscrapers on the opposite bank that symbolized modernity and prosperity, feeling a surge of emotions.
    

    

    
      This was the city he had sworn to protect with his life.
    

    

    
      But those deleted posts, those descriptions filled with fear, and those strange missions assigned to his team hung over his heart like a thick fog.
    

    

    
      Just as he was lost in thought, a chorus of screams suddenly erupted from the entrance of a nearby bank!
    

    

    
      Li Wei jerked his head up—several masked men armed with automatic rifles were charging out of the bank, firing into the air as they dragged hostages with them.
    

    

    
      “Don’t move, any of you! Anyone dares to call the cops, I’ll blow your head off!”
    

    

    
      The leader of the robbers pressed the muzzle of his gun against the head of a young female office worker, roaring at the terrified crowd around him.
    

    

    
      Li Wei’s body reacted faster than his mind.
    

    

    
      As a SWAT officer, the instinct to protect civilians had already been carved into his bones.
    

    

    
      Without the slightest hesitation, he took off his jacket and quietly flanked the robbers from the side of the crowd.
    

    

    
      He didn’t have a gun, but he had to do something.
    

    

    
      “Put down the hostages! You’re surrounded!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei darted out from behind a stone pillar, shouting at the robbers, hoping to draw their attention and buy time for others to escape or call for help.
    

    

    
      “Who the hell is this idiot? Looking for death!”
    

    

    
      One of the robbers instantly swung his rifle toward Li Wei and squeezed the trigger.
    

    

    
      “Ratatatat!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei rolled swiftly to the side, diving behind a nearby car. Bullets struck the vehicle’s metal frame, sparking violently.
    

    

    
      The situation was dire.
    

    

    
      There were four of them, all heavily armed, and they held hostages.
    

    

    
      He was empty-handed—not even a knife.
    

    

    
      While he was thinking of a countermeasure, the leader was already forcing the hostages toward the getaway car.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t let them escape!
    

    

    
      With a grim determination, Li Wei dashed out from behind the car like a leopard pouncing on its prey, charging straight at the robber preparing to board the vehicle.
    

    

    
      His movements were fast, sharp, and professional.
    

    

    
      But bullets were faster.
    

    

    
      The robber providing cover saw him emerge and immediately pulled the trigger.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      A searing pain tore through Li Wei’s left leg, and he lost his balance, crashing heavily to the ground.
    

    

    
      Blood instantly soaked through his pant leg.
    

    

    
      “Damn it! Still trying to fight back?!”
    

    

    
      The leader sneered when he saw Li Wei fall.
    

    

    
      He shoved the hostage roughly into the car, then raised his gun, the dark muzzle aimed squarely at Li Wei’s head.
    

    

    
      “In your next life, don’t be such a hero.”
    

    

    
      The shadow of death enveloped Li Wei completely.
    

    

    
      He stared at the dark barrel of the gun—not with fear, but with endless unwillingness.
    

    

    
      Was it… going to end like this?
    

    

    
      Damn it.
    

    

    
      If only he had a gun in his hand, none of these bastards would get away!
    

    

    
      Just as the robber’s finger was about to tighten on the trigger, a cold and majestic voice thundered in Li Wei’s mind, like the decree of a god descending from the heavens!
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Li Wei】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Gun God】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【Your will is the bullet; your gaze is the crosshair】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The instant that voice rang out, Li Wei felt a scorching power surge from the depths of his soul.
    

    

    
      At that moment, time itself seemed to slow.
    

    

    
      He could clearly see the robber’s twisted grin, the tightening of his finger on the trigger, even the trajectory of the bullet about to leave the barrel.
    

    

    
      Without thinking, Li Wei lifted his right hand, pressing his index and middle fingers together as though holding an invisible gun, aiming straight at the robber’s forehead.
    

    

    
      Then, with all his strength, he “pulled” the trigger.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      A crisp gunshot, indistinguishable from the real thing, echoed across the noisy Bund!
    

    

    
      Before the stunned eyes of everyone present, and under countless recording phones, something unbelievable happened.
    

    

    
      The robber aiming at Li Wei—his forehead suddenly burst into a spray of blood!
    

    

    
      The cruel grin on his face froze; his eyes were filled with shock and incomprehension beyond words.
    

    

    
      Then he collapsed backward, dead.
    

    

    
      The entire scene fell into a deathly silence.
    

    

    
      Everyone was frozen.
    

    

    
      They stared wide-eyed at this sight that defied all laws of physics.
    

    

    
      The remaining three robbers stood motionless, staring blankly at their leader’s twitching corpse.
    

    

    
      What… just happened?
    

    

    
      Where had the shot come from?
    

    

    
      That man on the ground—his hands were empty!
    

    

    
      “Your turn.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei raised his “invisible pistol” toward the three stunned robbers.
    

    

    
      “Bang! Bang! Bang!”
    

    

    
      Three more sharp gunshots rang out!
    

    

    
      Three precise, deadly bursts of blood exploded from each robber’s forehead almost simultaneously.
    

    

    
      They didn’t even have time to scream before they followed their leader, collapsing lifelessly into pools of blood.
    

    

    
      Four heavily armed robbers, each wielding automatic rifles, were slain in seconds by a single unarmed young man—in a way no one could comprehend.
    

    

    
      As the realization set in, murmurs spread through the crowd.
    

    

    
      “What… what the hell was that?!”
    

    

    
      “Am I dreaming?!”
    

    

    
      “A… a god! He’s a god!”
    

    

    
      Surrounded by gasps and exclamations, Li Wei looked at his own hand, feeling the surging power coursing through his body, equally overwhelmed.
    

    

    
      “I…”
    

    

    
      He opened his mouth but didn’t know what to say.
    

    

    
      Yet he knew—the mysteries of the “Transcendent” that had haunted him for so long had just been completely revealed.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same moment Li Wei awakened—
    

    

    
      In different corners of Haicheng, eleven other “players” chosen by the “God” received the same divine decree.
    

    

    
      In the eastern suburbs of Haicheng, atop a high-voltage tower hundreds of meters tall—
    

    

    
      An electrician inspecting the power lines suddenly trembled violently.
    

    

    
      He felt a torrent of electricity surge through his body, fusing with his very soul.
    

    

    
      Instinctively, he lifted his hand, and a thick blue arc of lightning shot from his fingertip, striking another tower in the distance, sending sparks flying and nearly causing a massive blackout across the area.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the presidential suite of Haicheng’s most luxurious hotel, a massive light screen displayed a map of the city. Twelve new light points shone simultaneously upon it.
    

    

    
      Yun Ge poured himself a glass of fine Bordeaux red wine and took a satisfied sip.
    

    

    
      “The players are in position.”
    

    

    
      “Well then…”
    

    

    
      “Let me see what kind of performance you’ll give me this time.”
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      Chapter 43: Official Invitation
    

    

    
      Less than three minutes after Li Wei shot down the last robber, several black anti-riot assault vehicles roared onto the scene, sealing off the entire area completely.
    

    

    
      The gunfire and chaos at the Bund were swiftly subdued by an overwhelming and efficient force.
    

    

    
      A group of operatives clad in black combat uniforms, wearing special armbands marked with “869”, descended as if from the heavens and quickly took control of the scene.
    

    

    
      Using the excuse of an “unexpected incident during an anti-terrorism drill,” they evacuated all onlookers and forcibly confiscated everyone’s mobile phones.
    

    

    
      “Sir, please cooperate with our work. We need to temporarily take custody of your phone to delete any material that might leak confidential details of the drill.”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the videos that had just been uploaded online, titled “Gun God Appears on the Bund Without a Gun,” had no time to spread before they vanished as if wiped away by an invisible hand.
    

    

    
      All related videos, posts, and discussions disappeared from the internet simultaneously, leaving no trace behind—as though they had never existed.
    

    

    
      Li Wei, on the other hand, was “invited” into a black armored vehicle and taken to an unknown destination.
    

    

    
      Inside the vehicle, no one questioned him about what had just happened, nor did anyone attempt to restrain him.
    

    

    
      They merely sat in silence around him, their gazes vigilant.
    

    

    
      Li Wei looked at his uninjured right hand, then touched the still faintly aching wound on his left leg. His mind remained in turmoil.
    

    

    
      【Gun God】…【Game of Gods】…
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Longxi Republic, Capital City, Headquarters of the Transcendent Affairs Administration.
    

    

    
      Within minutes after the incident, the Transcendent Affairs Administration in the capital, as well as the intelligence departments of the hidden “Ascension Alliance” across the country, had received reports of the newly appeared “miracle.”
    

    

    
      They knew—the new game had begun.
    

    

    
      “Director Chen! Report—an awakening event involving a Transcendent has occurred in Haicheng!”
    

    

    
      “Officer Li Wei of our Haicheng Special Police Division encountered a bank robbery while on vacation. At a critical moment, he awakened extraordinary abilities and killed four armed robbers on the spot.”
    

    

    
      “The scene has been completely sealed off, online videos deleted immediately, and Li Wei himself has been taken under control by our Haicheng branch. His emotional state is stable.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stared at the on-screen briefing and the short ten-second video clip, his eyes flashing with unprecedented brilliance.
    

    

    
      In the footage, the young officer raised his empty hand—and in the distance, a robber was shot through the forehead and fell dead.
    

    

    
      Without a doubt, he was a Transcendent!
    

    

    
      Even more importantly—he was a police officer!
    

    

    
      A hero who stood up to protect civilians in a moment of crisis!
    

    

    
      “An opportunity…”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s heart pounded uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      This was the perfect breakthrough he had long dreamed of!
    

    

    
      A Transcendent born from the state’s own apparatus of power—one who possessed a strong sense of duty and identification with both the government and the people!
    

    

    
      He was completely different from those “grassroots players” like Zheng Wei and Liu Gang, who drifted outside the system and carried countless uncertainties.
    

    

    
      He was the kind of strength the authorities most needed—and could most easily control!
    

    

    
      “Prepare the special aircraft immediately!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo issued the order without hesitation. “I’m going to Haicheng personally!”
    

    

    
      “Inform the Haicheng branch at once—transfer Li Wei to the highest-level underground security facility. Initiate Level One Confidentiality Protocol. No one is to contact him except me!”
    

    

    
      “Also, mobilize the East Sea Fleet and all nearby military units to move into Haicheng!”
    

    

    
      “At the same time, declare a state of emergency in Haicheng! Seal off all land and sea routes!”
    

    

    
      “From this moment on, Haicheng is under full lockdown—entry only, no exits allowed!”
    

    

    
      Several hours later, the special aircraft of Bureau 869 landed at a military airfield on the outskirts of Haicheng.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo descended the ramp, accompanied by a top-tier team assembled by Bureau 869—comprising psychologists, negotiation experts, and medical specialists.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      Haicheng, inside a classified underground security facility.
    

    

    
      Li Wei sat in a simply furnished yet high-tech room.
    

    

    
      The walls were made of a special alloy, and his leg wound had already been treated by the best doctors. Aside from some weakness, he was fine.
    

    

    
      The door opened.
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man in a dark Zhongshan suit, with a firm face and deep eyes, entered surrounded by a group of experts.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Li Wei, hello.”
    

    

    
      The man smiled warmly and extended his hand. “My name is Chen Mo, Deputy Director of the Transcendent Affairs Administration.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei was taken aback for a moment before standing and shaking his hand.
    

    

    
      “Director Chen, hello.”
    

    

    
      “First of all, on behalf of the nation and the people, I thank you for your heroic actions at the Bund.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s tone was sincere and powerful. “You protected the lives and property of the citizens. You are a true hero.”
    

    

    
      Those words calmed the unease in Li Wei’s heart somewhat.
    

    

    
      “Please, sit.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo gestured for him to sit down, then took the seat across from him.
    

    

    
      “I imagine you have many questions right now,” Chen Mo began directly, “about the changes in your body and the information that appeared in your mind.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei nodded, his gaze fixed intently on Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “Before I answer your questions, I’d like to show you something first.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo waved his hand, and the wall instantly transformed into a massive display screen.
    

    

    
      On it began playing footage labeled “Top Secret.”
    

    

    
      It was carefully edited official material about the “Jiang City Incident.”
    

    

    
      The footage omitted the government’s humiliation and defeat, leaving only the terrifying destructive power displayed by the Transcendents.
    

    

    
      Li Wei saw Liu Gang transformed into a hundred-meter steel giant, tearing armored vehicles apart like toys—an apocalyptic vision.
    

    

    
      He saw Sun Na transformed into a flaming phoenix, engulfing entire city blocks in a sea of fire.
    

    

    
      He saw Zheng Wei losing control, uprooting the entire base and perishing together with the army—a tragic and frenzied sight.
    

    

    
      Scene after scene, like an epic myth of gods and demons, violently assaulted Li Wei’s senses and shattered the worldview he had built over more than twenty years.
    

    

    
      “Th-this… this is…” Li Wei’s voice trembled.
    

    

    
      “This is the ‘Game of Gods.’”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s voice grew solemn. “A brutal and bloody killing game, where life itself is the wager.”
    

    

    
      Then, his gaze sharpened. “Now, I need you to repeat every word of the information that appeared in your mind—without missing a single one.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei took a deep breath, forcing himself to calm down.
    

    

    
      Looking at Chen Mo, he began to recite the divine message in his mind.
    

    

    
      “Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’…”
    

    

    
      “The game is divided into the factions of 【Radiance】 and 【Shadow】…”
    

    

    
      “The victory condition is to completely eliminate the opposing faction within thirty days…”
    

    

    
      As Li Wei spoke, Chen Mo nodded occasionally, cross-referencing all information gathered earlier from Zheng Wei.
    

    

    
      When Li Wei finished, Chen Mo’s tone became unprecedentedly grave.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Li Wei,”
    

    

    
      “Now tell me—what is your faction?”
    

    

    
      The question made Li Wei’s heart lurch.
    

    

    
      In the end, he chose to trust the man before him, the representative of the state.
    

    

    
      “【Radiance】.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing those two words, a faint, barely perceptible joy flickered in Chen Mo’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Excellent!
    

    

    
      According to intelligence from Zheng Wei, the 【Radiance】 faction had eight players, while the 【Shadow】 faction had only four.
    

    

    
      To the authorities, it didn’t matter which faction ultimately won.
    

    

    
      What mattered was how to bring these unstable Transcendent powers under control.
    

    

    
      Supporting a faction with eight potential recruits was far more advantageous than backing one with only four.
    

    

    
      “Very good.”
    

    

    
      “Based on our analysis, every ‘player’ has been granted a unique extraordinary ability.”
    

    

    
      “But at the same time, they have been forced into a deadly elimination match.”
    

    

    
      “The game is divided into the factions of 【Radiance】 and 【Shadow】. Your identity belongs to 【Radiance】.”
    

    

    
      “Your enemies—the players of the 【Shadow】 faction—will stop at nothing to hunt you and your ‘teammates’ for victory.”
    

    

    
      “The outcome of the Jiang City game remains unknown, but we’re certain that at least half of the players died.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo looked at Li Wei’s shocked face and continued, “Comrade Li Wei, you must understand now.”
    

    

    
      “What you have gained may not be a blessing from God—but rather a curse that could claim your life at any time!”
    

    

    
      “In this game, no law can protect you.”
    

    

    
      “Your only choice is to fight—to survive.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei asked with difficulty, “Then… what about the authorities?”
    

    

    
      “The government knows all this—will it just stand by and do nothing?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not.”
    

    

    
      Light flickered in Chen Mo’s eyes.
    

    

    
      “The government is the only force that can protect you—and help you win this game.”
    

    

    
      “That is why I came here today.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stood, gazing solemnly at Li Wei as he extended his invitation.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Li Wei, the nation needs your strength. The people need a true hero—not monsters like those in the video.”
    

    

    
      “On behalf of the Transcendent Affairs Administration of the Longxi Republic, I officially invite you to join us.”
    

    

    
      “You will become the first officially recruited Transcendent. We will provide you with top-level resources, comprehensive intelligence support, and the strongest backing.”
    

    

    
      “We will fight alongside you—to find those enemies lurking in the shadows, to protect this city, and to protect our people.”
    

    

    
      “We will help you achieve the ultimate victory in this game.”
    

    

    
      “And then, together, we will hunt down the one hiding behind it all—the so-called ‘creator of the game’ who treats human life like dust—and make him pay for everything he has done!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei looked into Chen Mo’s eyes, filled with sincerity and resolve. He looked at the ruined cityscapes on the screen—destroyed by uncontrolled powers—and at the innocent civilians made homeless by disaster.
    

    

    
      In that instant, his sense of honor and duty as a police officer ignited completely!
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Li Wei stood abruptly, gave Chen Mo a perfect military salute, his eyes burning with fierce determination.
    

    

    
      “I, Li Wei, accept recruitment!”
    

    

    
      “I swear! I will use all my strength to protect the nation—to protect our people!”
    

    

    
      “To find and punish those players who abuse their powers—until my last drop of blood is shed!”
    

    

    
      “Excellent!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo clapped him hard on the shoulder, a gratified smile spreading across his face.
    

    

    
      “From today onward, your codename will be 【Gun God】!”
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      Chapter 44: The Bullet That Never Misses
    

    

    
      On the second day after Li Wei officially joined the Transcendent Affairs Bureau, the entire Haicheng—a megacity with a population exceeding twenty million—entered an unprecedented state of silence with an efficiency beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      “To respond to the ‘sudden public incident,’ from this day onward, the entire Haicheng area will enter a thirty-day period of the highest-level security control.”
    

    

    
      “All citizens are to remain in home isolation; do not go out unless absolutely necessary.”
    

    

    
      “All daily necessities will be uniformly delivered door-to-door by community workers.”
    

    

    
      “During the drill, comprehensive and indiscriminate high-intensity signal monitoring and personnel inspections will be carried out across the city. Citizens are requested to cooperate…”
    

    

    
      Official announcements were broadcast continuously via television, radio, the internet, and loudspeakers installed in every corner of the city, repeating around the clock.
    

    

    
      Under the overwhelming enforcement power of the authorities, overnight, Haicheng—the once bustling city that never slept—turned into a silent ghost city.
    

    

    
      All highways, railways, air routes, and ports connecting to the outside world were completely sealed off, with armed soldiers and armored vehicles taking control of every entry and exit point.
    

    

    
      The wide roads were utterly deserted, with only squads of armed soldiers and black armored vehicles patrolling in precise formations.
    

    

    
      In the sky, swarms of drones patrolled continuously, twenty-four hours a day. Their high-precision cameras and thermal imaging systems monitored every movement within Haicheng.
    

    

    
      Tens of thousands of community workers, under the joint operation of the army and police, visited households one by one under the pretexts of “door-to-door delivery of daily necessities” and “nationwide health screening.”
    

    

    
      At every community entrance and exit, joint checkpoints composed of SWAT officers and agents from Bureau 869 were established.
    

    

    
      Every household, every individual, had to be registered.
    

    

    
      For the vast majority of ordinary citizens, this was merely a large-scale “emergency exercise.”
    

    

    
      But for those who had just been drawn into the “Game of Gods,” they all understood clearly that this was the net the authorities had cast specifically for them.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the same time, a heavily encrypted recruitment broadcast looped repeatedly through television, radio, the internet, and even local emergency broadcasting systems.
    

    

    
      “To all participants of the ‘Game of Gods,’ we are the Transcendent Affairs Bureau of the Longxi Republic……”
    

    

    
      “The nation is now aware of the game’s existence. We have no intention of making enemies of you……”
    

    

    
      “We solemnly promise that any participant willing to cooperate with the government shall receive exemption, protection, and the most generous treatment.”
    

    

    
      “Already, a participant from the 【Radiance】 faction has become our first collaborator.”
    

    

    
      “We are your strongest backing.”
    

    

    
      “Repeating……”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Transcendent Affairs Bureau, Haicheng Branch Base — Shooting Training Range.
    

    

    
      Li Wei stood at the center of the range, eyes closed, adjusting his breathing.
    

    

    
      Directly before him, targets made of special alloy steel stood at distances of one hundred meters, five hundred meters, one thousand meters, and three thousand meters.
    

    

    
      “Are you ready?”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s voice echoed through the loudspeakers across the training ground.
    

    

    
      “Ready, Director Chen,” Li Wei responded.
    

    

    
      “Begin.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei’s eyes snapped open, a gleam flashing within them.
    

    

    
      He slowly raised his right hand, pressing his index and middle fingers together as though holding an invisible pistol, aiming at the coin-sized bullseye a hundred meters away.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      A crisp gunshot rang out.
    

    

    
      At a hundred meters, the steel target’s forehead was instantly pierced with a perfectly centered bullet hole.
    

    

    
      “Report! Bullseye hit. Zero deviation,” the observer on the far end of the range reported through the intercom.
    

    

    
      Without pause, Li Wei immediately turned his “muzzle” toward the second target, five hundred meters away.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      Another shot rang out. The second target’s center was punctured just as precisely.
    

    

    
      But this time, Li Wei felt a faint sting within his brain, as though a sliver of mental energy had been drained away.
    

    

    
      Next was the third target, one thousand meters.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      After the shot, Li Wei’s complexion paled slightly, his temples throbbing violently.
    

    

    
      He could feel that as the distance and power increased, his mental energy consumption was growing geometrically.
    

    

    
      Finally, he fixed his gaze upon the last target, three thousand meters away—so distant it was nearly invisible.
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath, channeling every ounce of his spiritual power into his fingertips.
    

    

    
      An unprecedented fatigue surged through him; even his vision began to blur.
    

    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    

    
      He roared inwardly.
    

    

    
      “Bang—!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei’s body swayed violently, nearly collapsing to the ground as two streams of blood trickled from his nostrils.
    

    

    
      In the distance, the target three thousand meters away trembled violently as a visible shockwave rippled across its surface.
    

    

    
      At its center appeared a massive fist-sized dent, webbed with cracks all around—though the bullet hadn’t completely penetrated it.
    

    

    
      The observer’s voice came again, this time tinged with uncontrollable shock: “Report! All subsequent bullets have hit the target!”
    

    

    
      Behind the one-way glass of the observation room outside the range, Chen Mo and several weapons experts watched the scene with solemn expressions.
    

    

    
      “Incredible……”
    

    

    
      A gray-haired veteran expert adjusted his glasses and muttered, “His ‘bullets’ seem entirely unaffected by air resistance, wind speed, or even Earth’s gravity.”
    

    

    
      “This completely defies every known law of ballistics.”
    

    

    
      “After several days of testing, we can now basically determine the ability characteristics of the 【Gun God】.”
    

    

    
      A young researcher beside him pointed to the data analysis report on the screen. “First, absolute accuracy.”
    

    

    
      “As long as the target is within his line of sight and consciously ‘locked on,’ his attack cannot be dodged.”
    

    

    
      “Second, power control.”
    

    

    
      “The power of his ‘bullets’ is proportional to the mental energy he expends. The greater the power, the greater the cost.”
    

    

    
      “Third, distance penalty.”
    

    

    
      “The farther the target, the exponentially higher the mental energy required to achieve the same power output.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo nodded thoughtfully. Then, holding two cups of hot tea, he left the observation room.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Li Wei, take a break.”
    

    

    
      “Director Chen.” Li Wei immediately straightened and saluted.
    

    

    
      “How do you feel? Getting used to your ability?” Chen Mo handed him a cup of tea, smiling.
    

    

    
      “Reporting to Director Chen, I’ve basically mastered it.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei took a sip of the hot tea, feeling his mental fatigue ease a little. “It’s just that… the consumption of mental energy is still a major problem.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t rush it; take it slow.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo patted his shoulder. “Mental energy is like a muscle—it can be strengthened through systematic training and proper nutrition.”
    

    

    
      “We’ve gathered the best nutritionists and neuroscientists in the country to design a special training program just for you.”
    

    

    
      “The state will provide you with the best logistical support.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei nodded, warmth rising in his chest.
    

    

    
      “By the way, Director Chen,”
    

    

    
      He glanced at the empty range and couldn’t help asking, “Have you found the others yet?”
    

    

    
      A knowing smile crossed Chen Mo’s face. “We already have leads.”
    

    

    
      “Your teammates will be arriving very soon.”
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      Chapter 45: Radiance Assembles
    

    

    
      The authorities, who had long been prepared, unleashed their full mobilization with terrifying efficiency.
    

    

    
      Under the citywide lockdown and a door-to-door “household registration check,” the newly awakened “players” who had not yet fully adapted to their powers were soon exposed under the all-seeing gaze of the state apparatus.
    

    

    
      The first to be “invited” to the base was a young woman named Hailan.
    

    

    
      She was a graduate student in marine biology and an avid diver.
    

    

    
      On the day the game began, she had been deep-diving in a section of the East Sea.
    

    

    
      When the oracle descended, she received the identity of 【Siren】.
    

    

    
      To her astonishment, she discovered she could breathe freely underwater as though in air, and could even communicate faintly with the surrounding fish through consciousness.
    

    

    
      With a single thought, the seawater around her could swirl into a massive vortex at her will.
    

    

    
      It was precisely this abnormal undersea vortex that was detected by the sonar system of a naval submarine patrolling nearby.
    

    

    
      After repeated verification ruled out the possibilities of earthquakes or submarine volcanic eruptions, the anomaly report was immediately sent to the Command Center of Bureau 869.
    

    

    
      Thus, two days later, when Chen Mo and the operatives from Bureau 869 came to find her, she was still in her bathtub, happily manipulating the water into various shapes midair.
    

    

    
      “Hailan, comrade, hello.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo smiled as he extended his hand. “We’ve been waiting for you for quite some time.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      And so, under the seamless and all-encompassing search of the state machinery—
    

    

    
      The second, the third, the fourth...
    

    

    
      More and more 【Radiance】 faction players, whether they appeared voluntarily or were discovered passively, were successively brought to the secret base of Bureau 869.
    

    

    
      The disheartened painter who had once briefly crossed paths with Yun Ge—Mo Fan.
    

    

    
      He received the identity of 【Painter】, capable of temporarily manifesting his drawings into reality.
    

    

    
      Bai Yu, a quiet horticulturist, bore the identity of 【Forest Whisperer】, able to control plants.
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan, a somewhat obsessive clock repairer, was 【Time Walker】, capable of accelerating or decelerating time within a limited area.
    

    

    
      Meng Chao, a bar singer, held the identity of 【Songstress】, able to emit soundwaves imbued with immense destructive power.
    

    

    
      Chu Hanyue, a librarian at Haicheng University, had the identity of 【Frost Whisperer】, whose ability was freezing.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Each player of the 【Radiance】 faction was placed in an independent room, evaluated and communicated with by top-tier psychologists and negotiation experts.
    

    

    
      Like Li Wei, they had all watched the classified footage of the Jiang City incident, and upon learning of the nation’s Transcendent policy—
    

    

    
      Faced with the might of the state and the “goodwill” extended by the authorities, these ordinary people—who had just gained extraordinary powers and were still lost and fearful—
    

    

    
      After brief struggles and hesitation, ultimately chose to follow Li Wei’s example and cooperate with the government.
    

    

    
      After all, leaning on the mighty tree of the nation was far safer than standing alone.
    

    

    
      The final 【Radiance】 player appeared three days later.
    

    

    
      His name was Qi Jiang, and he came voluntarily to the public reception center established by Bureau 869 in the city center.
    

    

    
      He claimed that after hearing the official recruitment broadcast, he had given it careful thought, decided to trust the nation, and came forward of his own accord.
    

    

    
      He wore a worn-out jacket, his hair messy as if he hadn’t slept for days, but his speech was impressive and his logic clear.
    

    

    
      His ability was 【Thunder God】, allowing him to control lightning.
    

    

    
      In conversation with Chen Mo, he was calm and composed, his understanding of “Game of Gods” deeper than the others’.
    

    

    
      He expressed strong approval of the official recruitment and willingly offered to cooperate with all government operations, pledging his service to the nation.
    

    

    
      His demeanor left an excellent impression on Chen Mo, Li Wei, and the others.
    

    

    
      A perfect teammate—rational, cooperative, powerful, and considerate of the greater good.
    

    

    
      Thus, within just a few days, eight 【Radiance】 faction players, each with unique identities and abilities, had been gathered by Bureau 869.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      And so, on the fifth day after the start of this “Game of Gods.”
    

    

    
      Inside a massive circular conference room forged from special alloy.
    

    

    
      Eight chairs stood divided on either side of a great round table.
    

    

    
      When the heavy alloy doors slowly closed behind them, eight Transcendents—each from different walks of life, with distinct personalities and powers—were assembled together.
    

    

    
      They sized one another up, eyes filled with curiosity, vigilance, and a trace of complex emotion.
    

    

    
      As the first to join and the only player with an official position, Li Wei naturally became the captain of this “Transcendent Task Force.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the so-called “teammates” before him, Li Wei couldn’t help but feel a swell of emotion.
    

    

    
      There was a fashionable bar singer who looked playful and carefree;
    

    

    
      A cold, silent beauty radiating an aura of “keep away”;
    

    

    
      A shy, introverted girl-next-door who didn’t dare meet others’ eyes;
    

    

    
      A gentle, bespectacled plant enthusiast;
    

    

    
      A detached clock repairer quietly polishing an old pocket watch;
    

    

    
      And a disheveled young painter with a touch of melancholy.
    

    

    
      Finally, there was the last arrival—the man with a faintly sinister air—Qi Jiang.
    

    

    
      These people, under normal circumstances, might never have crossed paths in eight lifetimes.
    

    

    
      But now, because of a ridiculous drama called “Game of Gods,” their fates were tightly bound together.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, since we’re going to be ‘teammates’ from now on, it’s not much good just sitting here in silence.”
    

    

    
      As the officially appointed “captain,” Li Wei felt obliged to break the stillness and lighten the mood.
    

    

    
      So he stood and gave a sincere smile. “Let me introduce myself first. I’m Li Wei, codename 【Gun God】. It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”
    

    

    
      However, his greeting was met only with silence.
    

    

    
      Everyone merely watched him cautiously; no one responded.
    

    

    
      Li Wei scratched his head awkwardly.
    

    

    
      At that moment, the man named Qi Jiang suddenly stood up in an easygoing manner.
    

    

    
      “All right, all right, don’t just sit there like a bunch of mute gourds.”
    

    

    
      He grinned at Li Wei. “Name’s Qi Jiang. I play with thunder.”
    

    

    
      Saying that, he strode right up to the silent Shi Yuan and slapped him on the shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Brother, what about you? You look all prim and proper—what do you do?”
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan’s brows furrowed instantly. He subtly shifted his body sideways to avoid Qi Jiang’s hand, a flash of clear disdain in his eyes, but said nothing.
    

    

    
      Qi Jiang, brushed off but unbothered, swaggered back to his seat and crossed one leg over the other.
    

    

    
      Though his behavior was somewhat brash and untimely, his interruption indeed eased the tension that had frozen the room.
    

    

    
      Just then, the heavy alloy doors of the meeting room slowly opened.
    

    

    
      Surrounded by a group of experts, Chen Mo stepped inside.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, welcome to the Bureau of Transcendent Affairs.”
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      “Welcome, everyone.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo walked to the center of the conference room, his gaze sweeping over every person present. His tone was sincere yet firm. “I know that all of you must have many doubts and unease in your hearts right now.”
    

    

    
      “But at this moment, I must thank you all—for choosing to trust me, and for choosing to trust the nation.”
    

    

    
      Then, Chen Mo activated the holographic projection.
    

    

    
      One after another, classified images of the Jiang City incident—carefully processed—appeared before everyone once more.
    

    

    
      “As you can see, this ‘Game of Gods’ is far crueler than you could ever imagine.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s voice grew heavy. “According to the intelligence we obtained from the Jiang City incident, your enemies—the players of the 【Shadow】 faction—are ruthless and unscrupulous. They will stop at nothing for victory.”
    

    

    
      “We do not yet know how the Jiang City game ended, but what we can be sure of is that, in the end, fewer than half of the twelve players survived.”
    

    

    
      These words made the hearts of everyone present sink.
    

    

    
      “But you need not fear. Our Bureau of Transcendent Affairs will be your strongest support.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s tone grew impassioned once again. “We will provide you with the most comprehensive intelligence support, the most advanced logistical aid, and the most powerful firepower!”
    

    

    
      “We will fight alongside you—together, we will find and eliminate every single 【Shadow】 player, and seize the final victory in this game!”
    

    

    
      After Chen Mo’s powerful opening speech, the tense and heavy atmosphere in the room was greatly eased.
    

    

    
      “I know what everyone most wants to know right now—our enemies, the 【Shadow】 faction—what kind of abilities do they actually possess?”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo walked to the holographic display and brought up several files marked “Top Secret.”
    

    

    
      “Based on the intelligence we paid for with countless lives and blood during the Jiang City incident, we have confirmed a number of Transcendent abilities.”
    

    

    
      “Now, I will synchronize with you all the intelligence we collected during the previous ‘Jiang City Game’ concerning these ‘Transcendent abilities’.”
    

    

    
      Next, the file of 【Painted Skin】 appeared on the screen.
    

    

    
      “Codename 【Painted Skin】. His ability is to perfectly imitate anyone’s appearance and voice. This is one of the most threatening abilities we’ve ever encountered.”
    

    

    
      “He could be anyone around us—a colleague, a friend, even a family member.”
    

    

    
      “In the Jiang City game, he once disguised himself as one of our senior researchers, infiltrated the medical base, and caused irreparable losses to us.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s tone grew even heavier. On the screen, a brief flash of Zheng Wei losing control appeared, sending a chill down everyone’s spine.
    

    

    
      Every player present felt a creeping cold along their backs—this meant the enemy could already be disguised as the person they trusted most.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo seemed to notice their unease. “However, there’s no need to worry.”
    

    

    
      “From now on, we will activate the highest-level identity verification protocols.”
    

    

    
      “Anyone entering the base must pass multiple authentication layers—iris, voiceprint, gait, and genetic sequence verification.”
    

    

    
      Then came the files of those codenamed 【Voodoo】 and 【Plague Doctor】, Wu Ce.
    

    

    
      “Codename 【Voodoo】—his ability is remote curse-killing, impossible to guard against.”
    

    

    
      “In the Jiang City game, the first player from the 【Radiance】 faction to die fell victim to his curse.”
    

    

    
      “Codename 【Plague Doctor】—his ability is puppet control.”
    

    

    
      “He can create and manipulate ‘flesh puppets’ stitched together from biological remains—for reconnaissance, infiltration, or even direct combat.”
    

    

    
      “The final abomination he created possessed terrifying physical resistance and destructive power.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s firm, resonant words echoed throughout the vast conference hall.
    

    

    
      The players looked at this man who represented the strength of the nation, at the elite team of top experts from every field standing behind him.
    

    

    
      The unease and fear in their hearts gradually gave way to a surge of confidence.
    

    

    
      They began to feel that, in the face of the country’s immense technological and organizational power, even transcendents were not so invincible.
    

    

    
      No matter what Transcendent abilities the enemy possessed—they had the entire nation standing behind them!
    

    

    
      “Now, to better formulate our next combat strategy,”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s eyes swept across the room. “I need to understand each of your abilities.”
    

    

    
      “Please introduce your abilities, one by one.”
    

    

    
      Following Chen Mo’s instruction, the players began their introductions.
    

    

    
      “Bai Yu, 【Forest Whisperer】—I can make plants obey my will.”
    

    

    
      The scholarly-looking young man spoke, and with a flick of his finger, the potted plant on the table bloomed into a brilliant flower.
    

    

    
      “Meng Chao, 【Singer】—I can attack with soundwaves.”
    

    

    
      The fiery rock singer cleared her throat and let out a piercing dolphin note. The glass cups in the room shattered with a sharp crack.
    

    

    
      When it was Qi Jiang’s turn, he stood up boldly again.
    

    

    
      “My name’s Qi Jiang. As for my ability…”
    

    

    
      He smirked arrogantly—and suddenly, dazzling blue lightning exploded across his body!
    

    

    
      “Zzzla—!”
    

    

    
      Blinding arcs danced around him, making the alloy lights overhead flicker wildly. The air filled with the sharp scent of ozone.
    

    

    
      His display, so visually striking, instantly drew every stunned gaze toward him.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After everyone had introduced themselves, Chen Mo stepped forward to conclude.
    

    

    
      “Excellent!”
    

    

    
      “Next, let’s hear from our experts about each of you.”
    

    

    
      One by one, white-haired professors from the Academy of Sciences stepped up, beginning a professional analysis and tactical simulation of the eight players’ abilities.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Li Wei, in battle your role is to remain in the safest position, aim at the enemy, and take them down with a single shot.”
    

    

    
      “Comrade Chu Hanyue, your freezing ability is the best form of control.”
    

    

    
      “You can freeze the ground to restrict enemy movement, or create ice walls to provide cover.”
    

    

    
      “Comrade Bai Yu, you are the battlefield’s environmental reformer.”
    

    

    
      “Your plants can instantly alter the terrain, creating obstacles and advantageous combat conditions.”
    

    

    
      “……Lightning manipulation—powerful in both area damage and crowd control……”
    

    

    
      “……Water manipulation—under wet conditions, offers great battlefield control and defense……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The experts’ analysis was thorough and logical.
    

    

    
      On the holographic sand table, as they explained, eight blue light dots representing the players began to enact intricate tactical maneuvers.
    

    

    
      Countless seamless and powerful strategy combinations were simulated one after another.
    

    

    
      For instance, Chu Hanyue and Bai Yu would create a complex terrain of icy forests to limit enemy movement;
    

    

    
      Then Meng Chao would unleash soundwave interference to plunge them into confusion;
    

    

    
      Next, Qi Jiang would summon lightning for area bombardment;
    

    

    
      Finally, Li Wei would deliver pinpoint sniper shots to finish the targets!
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Hailan and Mo Fan would act as wild cards, responding to any sudden developments.
    

    

    
      The atmosphere in the conference room gradually grew fervent.
    

    

    
      The tension and unease on everyone’s faces completely vanished, replaced by unprecedented excitement and confidence.
    

    

    
      They began lively discussions, imagining themselves and their teammates tearing through the battlefield with unstoppable might.
    

    

    
      “Too strong! Our team combination is practically invincible!” Meng Chao said excitedly.
    

    

    
      “Haha, I feel like we won’t even need to fight—just the nation’s high-tech weapons alone could wipe them all out.”
    

    

    
      Everyone was caught up in a wave of optimism, believing “the advantage is ours.”
    

    

    
      They could already picture the scene of crushing the 【Shadow】 faction into total defeat and seizing victory in the game.
    

    

    
      So this was what it felt like to have a nation at their backs!
    

    

    
      How could this be a cruel elimination match? It was practically a “mowing-down” game with an official cheat code!
    

    

    
      Chen Mo looked at their faces—once anxious, now filled with confidence and fervor—and nodded in satisfaction.
    

    

    
      This was exactly the effect he wanted.
    

    

    
      “Everyone,”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stepped forward. “As you can see, though you were forced into this game—”
    

    

    
      “Behind you stands the entire Longxi Republic.”
    

    

    
      “We will fight alongside you to face the enemies hidden in the shadows.”
    

    

    
      “Your task is to master your abilities as quickly as possible and develop coordination with one another.”
    

    

    
      “Leave the rest to us.”
    

    

    
      “We will clear every obstacle in your way!”
    

    

    
      “Our objective is singular—victory in this game!”
    

    

    
      “In this battle, the advantage is ours!”
    

    

    
      “Victory shall be ours!”
    

    

    
      “Belonging to 【Radiance】!”
    

    

    
      Just as the conference room reached its peak of fervor, every heart surging with the thrill of impending victory—
    

    

    
      Suddenly, disaster struck!
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      A sharp, blood-curdling scream tore through the air, shattering the feverish atmosphere!
    

    

    
      Every smile froze in an instant.
    

    

    
      They turned in shock toward the source of the sound.
    

    

    
      At the far corner of the table, the always-quiet Hailan suddenly convulsed.
    

    

    
      Then, under everyone’s horrified gaze, she slowly lowered her head in disbelief to look at her chest.
    

    

    
      A black dagger—no one knew when it had appeared—was deeply embedded in her heart, its tip protruding from her chest, dripping with warm blood.
    

    

    
      The blood quickly soaked her white dress, blooming like a crimson rose in snow.
    

    

    
      Hailan’s eyes were filled with confusion, pain, and disbelief. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but only a mouthful of blood spilled forth before her body went limp, sliding off the chair and collapsing onto the cold floor.
    

    

    
      The entire conference room fell into dead silence.
    

    

    
      【Radiance】 faction player 【Siren】 has fallen.
    

    

    
      【Current remaining players: 【Radiance】 7, 【Shadow】 4】
    

    

    
      The cold, emotionless system prompt thundered in every player’s mind!
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      What was going on?
    

    

    
      Who was the killer?
    

    

    
      Where had that dagger come from?
    

    

    
      Everyone present stared wide-eyed at the eerie scene before them, feeling an icy chill crawl down their spines.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, the conference room had been filled with confidence and passion — and now, that atmosphere had completely vanished.
    

    

    
      Only a deathly silence remained, along with the shock and terror etched onto faces that had, seconds before, been glowing with fervor.
    

    

    
      “The advantage is ours?”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s impassioned declaration just moments earlier now felt like a loud, merciless slap across his own face.
    

    

    
      And it struck the face of the Transcendent Affairs Bureau as well — even the entire machinery of the state!
    

    

    
      One of their teammates had been silently erased right under their very noses!
    

    

    
      “Sound the alarm immediately!”
    

    

    
      “Emergency situation in Meeting Room A!”
    

    

    
      Snapping out of his shock, Chen Mo’s expression turned iron-blue as he slammed his palm down on the red emergency button on the table.
    

    

    
      “Lockdown! Seal the entire base immediately!”
    

    

    
      He roared hysterically into the communicator, “Initiate highest-level wartime status! No one enters or leaves!”
    

    

    
      The others seemed to awaken from a nightmare — standing up in alarm, retreating instinctively, eyes darting warily toward everyone around them.
    

    

    
      Suspicion, fear, and the shadow of betrayal instantly blanketed their hearts.
    

    

    
      The shrill wail of the alarm blared throughout the entire base.
    

    

    
      At every exit, heavy alloy gates thundered down, sealing the base within seconds.
    

    

    
      Moments later, dozens of heavily armed soldiers in powered exoskeletons stormed into the meeting room, their kinetic rifles leveled at everyone present.
    

    

    
      “Pull up all surveillance footage of the meeting from the start until now! Analyze it frame by frame!”
    

    

    
      “Immediately! Now!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s eyes were locked on Hailan’s corpse lying in a pool of blood. “I want to see what exactly happened just now!”
    

    

    
      Soon, the full sequence of surveillance footage — from the beginning of the meeting up to the assassination — was projected holographically.
    

    

    
      Technicians slowed the footage tenfold, twentyfold, even a hundredfold.
    

    

    
      Everyone stared fixedly at the screen, trying to catch even the slightest flaw in the near-frozen images.
    

    

    
      However, the footage showed that from the start of the meeting to the moment Hailan collapsed —
    

    

    
      Everyone had been sitting properly in their seats, some excited, some deep in thought, some expressionless.
    

    

    
      No one had left their seat.
    

    

    
      No one had made any extraneous movement.
    

    

    
      Then—
    

    

    
      At the very moment Chen Mo had shouted, “Victory shall be ours!”, that black dagger had appeared out of thin air — and plunged straight into Hailan’s heart.
    

    

    
      “Report! The alarm system shows no trace of external intrusion!”
    

    

    
      The report from the tech department plunged the room into deeper silence.
    

    

    
      That meant the killer was one of the people inside the meeting room!
    

    

    
      He (or she) had used an Transcendent ability beyond the reach of existing technology — committing a perfect, silent assassination before everyone’s eyes!
    

    

    
      This was no simple murder.
    

    

    
      It was provocation.
    

    

    
      A blatant provocation against the Transcendent Affairs Bureau, against the entire state apparatus itself!
    

    

    
      “Seal the scene! No one moves from their position!”
    

    

    
      Suppressing the fury and humiliation in his chest, Chen Mo forced himself to remain the calm investigator, taking command of the scene.
    

    

    
      “Forensics! Begin a preliminary autopsy immediately!”
    

    

    
      A forensic specialist in protective gear cautiously stepped forward to examine the body.
    

    

    
      “The victim’s cardiac vessels were pierced clean through by a single stab — fatal injury.”
    

    

    
      “Estimated time of death: five minutes ago.”
    

    

    
      The forensic examiner frowned as he checked the dagger embedded in the corpse. “The murder weapon is a standard-issue police multi-purpose combat knife.”
    

    

    
      Police dagger?
    

    

    
      At those words, Li Wei’s heart sank heavily.
    

    

    
      Instinctively, his hand went to his waist — where his own sheath lay empty.
    

    

    
      “This dagger…”
    

    

    
      The forensic specialist pulled the blade from the corpse, sealed it in an evidence bag, and turned toward Li Wei. “It has your serial number on it, Comrade Li Wei.”
    

    

    
      Swish—!
    

    

    
      All eyes — including the black muzzles of the armored soldiers’ rifles — instantly locked on Li Wei.
    

    

    
      “It wasn’t me!” Li Wei shot to his feet.
    

    

    
      “I never left my seat the entire time!”
    

    

    
      “We all saw that.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo raised a hand, motioning for the soldiers to lower their guns. His gaze lingered on Li Wei for a moment, then shifted toward the cold corpse.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Li Wei, step forward,” Chen Mo said tonelessly.
    

    

    
      Li Wei took a deep breath and approached the body.
    

    

    
      As a veteran SWAT officer, he had received extensive forensic training.
    

    

    
      He crouched beside Hailan, carefully examining the wound on her chest.
    

    

    
      “The incision is smooth — entered between the fifth and sixth ribs on the left side, severing the aorta with precision…”
    

    

    
      “To inflict such a wound, the killer must have stood behind and to the left of the victim, striking with extreme speed — one fatal blow.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei rose, his eyes sweeping across everyone present as he spoke slowly and firmly:
    

    

    
      “In other words, the killer must have moved to Hailan’s back in an instant, carried out the stab, and returned to their seat without a sound.”
    

    

    
      “The entire process had to be fast — so fast that none of us, not even the surveillance cameras, could perceive it.”
    

    

    
      He paused, then delivered his conclusion.
    

    

    
      “In short, the killer possesses some kind of ability akin to ‘instantaneous movement.’”
    

    

    
      At Li Wei’s deduction, one word surfaced simultaneously in everyone’s mind — Teleportation!
    

    

    
      Or perhaps… Time Acceleration!
    

    

    
      Almost at once, all eyes turned toward the far end of the conference table.
    

    

    
      There sat a youth who had remained silent and aloof from start to finish, his expression cold and proud.
    

    

    
      【Time Walker】, Shi Yuan.
    

    

    
      Among all known abilities, only his “Time Acceleration” could replicate the effect of teleportation!
    

    

    
      Because if one could accelerate their personal timeflow to the extreme, to the outside world, it would appear identical to instantaneous movement!
    

    

    
      “It wasn’t me!”
    

    

    
      Facing the suspicious, scrutinizing, even hostile gazes, Shi Yuan’s perpetually proud face turned deathly pale.
    

    

    
      He leapt to his feet, shouting in agitation, “I didn’t kill her! I’ve been sitting here the whole time, I didn’t do anything!”
    

    

    
      “My ability can indeed accelerate my personal timeflow — to you, it might look like teleportation.”
    

    

    
      “But think about it — why would I kill her?”
    

    

    
      “We’re all teammates under the 【Radiance】 faction!”
    

    

    
      “What benefit would I get from killing a teammate?!”
    

    

    
      “Who knows if you’re really with 【Radiance】?!”
    

    

    
      Qi Jiang, who had been silent until now, suddenly sneered and stood up.
    

    

    
      Pointing at Shi Yuan angrily, he shouted, “Just now we were all celebrating our coming victory.”
    

    

    
      “Only you!”
    

    

    
      “You sat there with that cold face the whole time, like you weren’t happy at all about our win!”
    

    

    
      “The 【Shadow】 faction players can verify each other, but we of 【Radiance】 can’t!”
    

    

    
      “Whether you’re 【Radiance】 or 【Shadow】 depends only on your word! Who can prove it?!”
    

    

    
      “I say you’re not 【Radiance】 at all! You’re a 【Shadow】 spy planted among us!”
    

    

    
      Qi Jiang’s words ignited the room.
    

    

    
      Anger, fear, betrayal — a mix of emotions surged through everyone. Several other players jumped up, eyes blazing with fury at Shi Yuan.
    

    

    
      “That’s right!”
    

    

    
      Meng Chao immediately echoed, “We just assembled, and one of us is already dead!”
    

    

    
      “If it wasn’t you — the one who can ‘teleport’ — then who else could it be?!”
    

    

    
      “Yeah! He’s the only one who could’ve done it!”
    

    

    
      “I think he’s suspicious too!”
    

    

    
      “It must be him! No one else could!”
    

    

    
      “And we treated him as a teammate!”
    

    

    
      “Kill him! Avenge Hailan!”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t! I really didn’t!”
    

    

    
      “And even if I were a 【Shadow】 spy, why would I expose myself by killing someone in front of everyone?! It makes no sense!”
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan looked desperately around at the hostile eyes surrounding him, struggling to explain.
    

    

    
      But his aloof, proud nature left him incapable of defending himself properly.
    

    

    
      In the face of the angry mob, his words sounded feeble and hollow.
    

    

    
      “Silence, all of you!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s roar finally restored a measure of order.
    

    

    
      His cold gaze swept over Qi Jiang and the other agitated players, disappointment flickering in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Then he turned toward Shi Yuan’s ashen face.
    

    

    
      “Comrade Shi Yuan,”
    

    

    
      “Please believe me — believe in the state — we would never wrong an innocent person.”
    

    

    
      “But at this moment, you are indeed a suspect. I must ask for your cooperation.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s tone was emotionless. “Until the matter is fully investigated, I’ll need to temporarily restrict your freedom.”
    

    

    
      “Guards, take him to the isolation room.”
    

    

    
      “No!”
    

    

    
      “I said it wasn’t me!”
    

    

    
      “You can’t do this!” Shi Yuan’s despairing cry echoed through the sealed conference room.
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      Hearing that he was to be locked inside an isolation chamber, all the color drained from Shi Yuan’s face.
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan didn’t want to be locked up. He despised losing his freedom, didn’t want to become fish on a chopping board, helpless under someone else’s knife.
    

    

    
      Even if the other side was the nation itself—Shi Yuan didn’t trust them!
    

    

    
      No!
    

    

    
      I didn’t kill anyone!
    

    

    
      I’m not the mole!
    

    

    
      Why should I be locked up like a criminal?!
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan’s solitary and prideful nature made it impossible for him to accept such humiliation. He absolutely refused to be imprisoned as a suspect.
    

    

    
      So when two soldiers in heavy exoskeleton armor stepped forward with heavy thuds and reached unceremoniously for his shoulders—
    

    

    
      The instinct to survive, and the fear of losing his freedom, completely crushed the last trace of reason in Shi Yuan’s heart.
    

    

    
      “I said, it wasn’t me!”
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan let out an enraged roar and unleashed his ability!
    

    

    
      In the eyes of everyone present, his figure suddenly vanished.
    

    

    
      The two soldiers’ hands sliced through empty air—grabbing nothing.
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan’s real body had already appeared like a ghost five meters away, outside the meeting room door.
    

    

    
      He turned his head and cast a complex look—mixed with fear, fury, and disappointment—toward everyone in the room.
    

    

    
      “He’s running!”
    

    

    
      “Stop him!”
    

    

    
      “He ran! He’s guilty!”
    

    

    
      The people in the meeting room shouted in alarm.
    

    

    
      “Catch him! He’s the killer!” Qi Jiang shouted again, stirring up the crowd.
    

    

    
      To everyone else, Shi Yuan’s actions were no different from fleeing in guilt—confirming his identity as the “mole.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei looked at Shi Yuan’s fleeing figure, disappointment filling his heart.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t fully believed Shi Yuan was the murderer—after all, who would kill someone right in front of everyone? It didn’t make sense.
    

    

    
      But now, the man’s behavior had nearly confirmed his guilt.
    

    

    
      A flicker of grim resolve flashed in Chen Mo’s eyes as well.
    

    

    
      He had still harbored a sliver of doubt, but Shi Yuan’s escape erased all of it.
    

    

    
      “All units, attention!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo picked up the communicator, his voice cold and devoid of emotion.
    

    

    
      “All units, attention.”
    

    

    
      “Level One alert!”
    

    

    
      “Suspect: Shi Yuan, codename 【Time Walker】. Ability: Control over time flow.”
    

    

    
      “Suspected 【Shadow】 faction mole. Has killed one 【Radiance】 player. Currently escaping the base.”
    

    

    
      “I order all units to capture him at any cost!”
    

    

    
      “Repeat: Suspect Shi Yuan has defected!”
    

    

    
      “All units are authorized to use any means necessary to capture him! If he resists—kill without mercy!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Having escaped the meeting room, Shi Yuan ran wildly through the base.
    

    

    
      He knew there was no turning back now.
    

    

    
      He had to escape!
    

    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    

    
      “Don’t move!”
    

    

    
      “Stop! Surrender immediately!”
    

    

    
      “Warning! You have entered the fire coverage zone!”
    

    

    
      Cold mechanical warnings echoed through the entire base.
    

    

    
      Shrill alarms and the shouts of soldiers came from every direction.
    

    

    
      Ahead, soldiers who had rushed to respond had already formed a defensive line, dark gun barrels trained on him.
    

    

    
      “Ta-ta-ta-ta-ta—!”
    

    

    
      A dense storm of bullets erupted, a metallic hurricane that sealed off every possible escape route.
    

    

    
      “Then come and try me!”
    

    

    
      A hint of madness flashed in Shi Yuan’s eyes.
    

    

    
      “Time Flow—Accelerate!”
    

    

    
      In Shi Yuan’s world, it was as if the entire universe had been paused.
    

    

    
      The soldiers’ movements, the flying bullets, even the dust motes floating in the air—all seemed frozen still.
    

    

    
      Then, Shi Yuan darted through the hail of bullets, swiftly escaping the fire zone.
    

    

    
      From the outside world’s perspective, his figure simply vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Time was the most impartial, yet also the most merciless law in the universe.
    

    

    
      It treated all things equally—whether kings or beggars—all could only move forward helplessly in its unending current.
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan had never liked socializing, but he harbored an almost obsessive fascination with time.
    

    

    
      So when he grew up, he became a restorer of antique clocks, spending his days with gears and springs that bore the marks of the years.
    

    

    
      He delighted in bringing those long-silent relics back to life—as if, in doing so, he too became the master of time.
    

    

    
      On the day the game began, he had been repairing a century-old antique clock.
    

    

    
      As he carefully nudged the balance spring—which had been still for fifty years—with a pair of tweezers, an oracle descended.
    

    

    
      【Welcome to ‘Game of Gods’】
    

    

    
      【Matching player identity and faction】
    

    

    
      【Identity match complete】
    

    

    
      【Faction match complete】
    

    

    
      【Player: Shi Yuan】
    

    

    
      【Identity: Time Walker】
    

    

    
      【Faction: Radiance】
    

    

    
      【In the river of time, you are the only one who walks】
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After the oracle descended, Shi Yuan instinctively reached out toward the newly repaired clock and activated his ability.
    

    

    
      “Time Flow—Accelerate!”
    

    

    
      He saw the second hand begin to spin at a frantic speed—a minute, ten minutes, an hour—passing in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      “Time Flow—Slow Down!”
    

    

    
      He aimed at a pigeon flying past the window—the bird’s flapping wings froze midair.
    

    

    
      But before he could even fully grasp the godlike power he possessed, people from Bureau 869 had already come knocking.
    

    

    
      It turned out that when he was testing his ability, omnipresent cameras had caught him in action.
    

    

    
      Faced with the stern officials flashing mysterious credentials, the aloof and proud Shi Yuan reluctantly followed them to the base.
    

    

    
      He thought that by siding with the nation, he had secured his safety in this game.
    

    

    
      But he never could have imagined that what awaited him was a meticulously planned trap!
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the command center, Chen Mo stared intently at the image of Shi Yuan disappearing from the screen, his face ashen.
    

    

    
      He realized that all their conventional weapons were useless against such transcendent power.
    

    

    
      “Quick! He’s appeared in Sector B7!!”
    

    

    
      “All base gates are sealed—he can’t get out!”
    

    

    
      Inside the command center, Chen Mo issued orders one after another.
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan looked around at the sealed base gates, a sinking feeling in his chest.
    

    

    
      At the same time, his mental energy was rapidly depleting—dizziness, ringing in the ears, nausea—endless waves of side effects flooded his body.
    

    

    
      He had to drop out of accelerated time to alleviate the discomfort.
    

    

    
      But every time he exited that state, the base’s defense system immediately locked onto him, and soldiers would rush to block his path.
    

    

    
      So Shi Yuan gritted his teeth and accelerated time again!
    

    

    
      With the gates sealed, he could only run blindly, following his instincts toward what felt like the weakest point.
    

    

    
      He felt like a fly trapped inside a glass bottle—no matter how he slammed himself against it, he couldn’t escape the unbreakable prison.
    

    

    
      The overuse of mental power stabbed his brain like needles, and his vision began to blur.
    

    

    
      Hallucinations crept in—he seemed to see Hailan’s blood-streaked face, and the hostile eyes of his teammates.
    

    

    
      “It wasn’t me… it really wasn’t me…”
    

    

    
      He muttered under his breath, his feet never slowing.
    

    

    
      He knew he wouldn’t last much longer.
    

    

    
      He had to find an exit—fast!
    

    

    
      Just as exhaustion was about to claim him, he spotted a massive ventilation fan at the end of the corridor ahead.
    

    

    
      His last hope!
    

    

    
      Light reignited in Shi Yuan’s eyes.
    

    

    
      He squeezed out every last drop of his remaining mental strength.
    

    

    
      He stretched out his hand toward the rapidly spinning blades.
    

    

    
      “Time Flow—Absolute Stasis!”
    

    

    
      In an instant, the enormous fan blades that could shred steel came to a complete halt.
    

    

    
      Then, Shi Yuan slipped through the still blades and passed beyond them!
    

  
    Chapter 49: Taste My Bullet

    
      Chapter 49: Taste My Bullet
    

    

    
      When Shi Yuan burst out of the exhaust vent, he finally breathed in the cold, unrestricted air outside once more.
    

    

    
      When that icy, liberated wind brushed across his face—now deathly pale from exhaustion—he nearly wept with relief.
    

    

    
      After escaping the base, he gulped down mouthfuls of fresh air, his entire body trembling from the overwhelming sense of narrowly surviving.
    

    

    
      He had escaped.
    

    

    
      He had finally escaped.
    

    

    
      Then he turned back to glance at the steel behemoth sprawling behind the base, his eyes filled with complicated emotions.
    

    

    
      Yet before he could savor any relief, a sharp buzzing sounded above his head.
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan jerked his head upward and saw several micro-drones—shaped like metallic dragonflies—circling overhead. The blinking red lights on their bodies were like the eyes of death itself, locking firmly onto him.
    

    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan cursed under his breath. Ignoring the waves of weakness crashing through his mind, he activated his ability again and sprinted away, beginning another desperate escape through the towering buildings of the city.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan fled like a frightened beast, dashing madly through Haicheng’s cold steel jungle.
    

    

    
      The excessive drain on his mental power made his head throb as though pierced by countless steel needles.
    

    

    
      He did not know how long he had been running, nor where his feet had carried him.
    

    

    
      When he finally stopped, completely spent, he realized he was standing on the rooftop of an old residential building.
    

    

    
      He leaned against the wall, preparing to rest for a moment—to recover a sliver of mental strength before deciding where to go next.
    

    

    
      The night wind was cold, making him shiver uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      He gripped the rooftop railing, gasping for breath, greedily inhaling the air that carried the taste of freedom.
    

    

    
      He lowered his head to look at the sea of city lights below, his eyes filled with confusion and helplessness.
    

    

    
      He had escaped.
    

    

    
      But where could he possibly run now?
    

    

    
      “Traitor”, “murderer”…
    

    

    
      These labels clung to him like shackles.
    

    

    
      No one would believe him.
    

    

    
      He had become everyone’s enemy.
    

    

    
      “What should I do…”
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan slumped helplessly into a corner, curling up as though the entire world had abandoned him.
    

    

    
      However, he did not know that several drones in the sky had already locked onto his position through thermal imaging and energy-wave scans.
    

    

    
      The clear, real-time feed was being transmitted simultaneously back to Bureau 869’s command center.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Transcendent Affairs Administration, Haicheng Command Center.
    

    

    
      “The SkyNet system has locked on! Three ‘Hummingbird’ micro-drones are in pursuit!”
    

    

    
      On the massive electronic screen, a glaring red dot remained fixed on the rooftop of a residential building.
    

    

    
      The high-definition feed from the drones clearly displayed Shi Yuan’s disheveled, wretched figure.
    

    

    
      “Target reacquired!”
    

    

    
      “Requesting instructions!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo stared at the screen—at the figure curled up like a stray dog—his expression dark and heavy.
    

    

    
      In his view, Shi Yuan’s escape had completely proven his guilt.
    

    

    
      He must not be allowed to go free!
    

    

    
      If they failed to eliminate him with decisive force, then the authority and order he and the officials had just established before the 【Radiance】 players would completely collapse.
    

    

    
      His so-called national backing would become a joke.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Shi Yuan had to die.
    

    

    
      This was for the sake of avenging the fallen 【Sea Demon】 Hailan.
    

    

    
      This was to give the remaining 【Radiance】 players an explanation.
    

    

    
      And even more, to uphold the unshakable authority of the Transcendent Affairs Administration!
    

    

    
      Chen Mo picked up the communicator and opened Li Wei’s private channel.
    

    

    
      “【Gun God】, respond.”
    

    

    
      “【Gun God】receiving.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei’s calm, steady voice came through the communicator.
    

    

    
      “The target is locked. I’ve synchronized the drones’ shared visual feed to your tactical display.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo paused for a beat. “I order you to eliminate the target immediately.”
    

    

    
      “Repeat—eliminate the target.”
    

    

    
      “【Gun God】received.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Li Wei took a deep breath and ended the call.
    

    

    
      Then he walked to the top of the tallest signal tower in the Bureau 869 base.
    

    

    
      There, he knelt on one knee, his body steady as a boulder.
    

    

    
      Slowly, he raised his right hand, bringing his index and middle fingers together, pointing from afar toward the abandoned building several kilometers away.
    

    

    
      He put on the tactical visor, connecting to the drones’ shared view.
    

    

    
      On the screen, Shi Yuan’s pale, exhausted face appeared clearly before his eyes.
    

    

    
      As Li Wei stared at that face, the image that surfaced in his mind was Hailan collapsing into a pool of blood, disbelief frozen in her eyes.
    

    

    
      He recalled the terrifying destruction caused by the uncontrolled transcendents in the Jiang City incident—footage Chen Mo had played in the meeting.
    

    

    
      Anger, disappointment, and the duty of a police officer sworn to eradicate evil—those emotions twisted together, turning into the cold killing intent poised on his “trigger.”
    

    

    
      “Eliminate the threat. Avenge my teammate.”
    

    

    
      “You can’t run!”
    

    

    
      “Taste my bullet!”
    

    

    
      “Werewolf!”
    

    

    
      Li Wei chanted silently in his heart.
    

    

    
      Then he drew in a deep breath, gathering all his mental power, all his will, all his fury—condensing them into the tip of his finger.
    

    

    
      His gaze locked onto Shi Yuan’s image, for once his target was caught in that line of sight, there would only ever be one ending—impact.
    

    

    
      Then his finger twitched slightly.
    

    

    
      A formless bullet—born purely of killing intent and will—shot forth.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      On the rooftop, Shi Yuan finally recovered from his ragged gasping.
    

    

    
      The mental exhaustion and physical weakness made his eyelids feel unbearably heavy.
    

    

    
      He only wanted to sleep.
    

    

    
      Perhaps if he slept, everything would be better tomorrow.
    

    

    
      But at that moment, an abrupt surge of mortal dread clamped down on his heart!
    

    

    
      The shadow of death washed over him like an icy tide!
    

    

    
      “No!”
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan’s pupils shrank sharply. 
    

    

    
      Instinctively, he tried to accelerate his personal time-flow again to dodge.
    

    

    
      But his drained mental power could no longer support even a single temporal manipulation.
    

    

    
      Then, without warning, a grotesque bloom of blood burst from his head.
    

    

    
      His body jerked backward, his face frozen in shock and unwillingness.
    

    

    
      Then the light in his eyes faded rapidly. His body swayed.
    

    

    
      And like a broken rag doll, he slipped off the rooftop’s edge and fell.
    

    

    
      As his consciousness plunged into eternal darkness, only one fragmented thought flickered through his mind.
    

    

    
      “Why… is this… happening…”
    

    

    
      That was the final thought he left in this world.
    

    

    
      For him, the one who killed him—was it truly the real murderer who killed Hailan, or was it the bullet fired from kilometers away by a “teammate”?
    

    

    
      Perhaps… both.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      【Radiance】faction player【Time Walker】has died
    

    

    
      【Current remaining players: 【Radiance】6, 【Shadow】4】
    

    

    
      The next second, the cold, mechanical notification tone rang simultaneously in the minds of all surviving players.
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      【Radiance】faction player 【Time Traveler】 has died.
    

    

    
      【Current remaining players: 【Radiance】6, 【Shadow】4】
    

    

    
      Inside the player lounge of the Transcendent Affairs Bureau, Haicheng Branch.
    

    

    
      All the players stood frozen, listening blankly to the death broadcast echoing in their minds. Their expressions solidified in that moment—
    

    

    
      Shock, disbelief, confusion, and absurdity.
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan was 【Radiance】?
    

    

    
      The very teammate they had all believed to be the “traitor,” the one they had personally “executed.”
    

    

    
      He was 【Radiance】 too?
    

    

    
      They had killed the wrong person!
    

    

    
      Shi Yuan wasn’t 【Shadow】—he was also 【Radiance】!
    

    

    
      They had killed their own teammate!
    

    

    
      This cruel truth weighed heavily on everyone present.
    

    

    
      In the lounge, Meng Chao—the impulsive, extroverted rock singer—murmured under his breath.
    

    

    
      “What… what have we done…”
    

    

    
      His voice trembled. “How… how could this happen?”
    

    

    
      “We… we killed one of our own?”
    

    

    
      “Then who’s the real traitor?!”
    

    

    
      Bai Yu’s face went pale. She barely managed to stay upright by holding onto the wall.
    

    

    
      Fear. Suspicion. Cowardice. Fragility.
    

    

    
      The remaining players began to look around, their eyes filled with deep mistrust, examining every single person beside them.
    

    

    
      Because anyone still alive could be that hidden wolf among them—ready at any moment to drive a fatal knife into someone’s back.
    

    

    
      The fragile trust and unity that had just been rebuilt among the 【Radiance】 players after the officials’ intervention crumbled in an instant.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      At the top of the base’s tallest signal tower.
    

    

    
      The evening wind fluttered Li Wei’s coat, scattering the heat that had just surged in his heart for his teammate’s “revenge.”
    

    

    
      He stared blankly at the hand that had just pulled the trigger.
    

    

    
      That very hand had killed an innocent man.
    

    

    
      A man who should have fought beside him, shoulder to shoulder, against the 【Shadow】.
    

    

    
      The justice he had taken pride in, the conviction he had always stood by—it all felt like a cruel joke now.
    

    

    
      He had become a fool, a puppet murderer played by the true culprit.
    

    

    
      A wave of nausea and self-doubt, sharper than ever before, gnawed at his heart like a venomous snake.
    

    

    
      “What… what have I done…”
    

    

    
      Li Wei murmured, his eyes clouded with pain and confusion.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the command center.
    

    

    
      “Report, Director Chen… Comrade Li Wei has confirmed… 【Time Traveler】 Shi Yuan… was of the 【Radiance】 faction.”
    

    

    
      A trembling voice came from the communicator.
    

    

    
      Chen Mo closed his eyes in agony, his body swaying as he leaned against the command console.
    

    

    
      The plan he had personally led, the “official advantage” he had been so proud of, had become a farce of mutual slaughter.
    

    

    
      Not only had they failed to crush 【Shadow】—they had been toyed with, completely, by them, and had personally sent one of their own to his death.
    

    

    
      The “Report of Shi Yuan’s Escape Due to Guilt” still lay on his desk; every word on it now mocked his stupidity.
    

    

    
      “Advantage, was it?”
    

    

    
      He recalled his own impassioned speech during the meeting and felt his cheeks burn with shame.
    

    

    
      What an irony!
    

    

    
      “Stop… all operations.”
    

    

    
      Using every ounce of strength, Chen Mo gave the order through the communicator.
    

    

    
      “Bring… bring back Comrade Shi Yuan’s body. Handle it with care.”
    

    

    
      He remembered Shi Yuan’s eyes—those eyes filled with fury and disappointment.
    

    

    
      Shame!
    

    

    
      Unprecedented shame!
    

    

    
      The true killer was someone else!
    

    

    
      And this killer had not only completed the assassination under everyone’s watch but had also framed Shi Yuan, turning his ability into the perfect scapegoat.
    

    

    
      Such insidious calculation!
    

    

    
      Such venomous intent!
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s eyes snapped open, bloodshot and blazing.
    

    

    
      He forced himself to calm down, his mind spinning at full speed, replaying every detail from the start of the meeting to now.
    

    

    
      “Reanalyze all surveillance footage around Hailan’s death!”
    

    

    
      “Magnify every facial microexpression, every minor movement, a hundredfold for analysis!”
    

    

    
      “I want to know who it was!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s roar echoed through the silent command center.
    

    

    
      He turned all his emotions into a burning fury, aimed straight at the hidden murderer lurking in the shadows.
    

    

    
      He summoned Li Wei and several crime psychology and behavioral analysis experts from the Capital, beginning a frenzied reconstruction of the entire event.
    

    

    
      “Magnify every reaction within thirty seconds before and after Hailan’s death!”
    

    

    
      Soon, five split screens appeared on the main monitor.
    

    

    
      At the moment Hailan was assassinated, Bai Yu’s reaction showed pure shock; Meng Chao’s was of anger and disbelief; Chu Hanyue’s was cold astonishment…
    

    

    
      Everyone’s response matched what any normal person would show in such a sudden event.
    

    

    
      “The killer must be among the remaining five players.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s voice was hoarse, but his thoughts were razor-sharp. “He (or she) not only possesses a supernatural ability beyond our comprehension but also has immense psychological resilience and acting skill.”
    

    

    
      “He (or she) perfectly exploited our collective psychology.”
    

    

    
      “He (or she) knew that in a closed space murder, our first suspicion would fall on the player with time acceleration ability.”
    

    

    
      “So he (or she) killed Hailan, then left clues pointing directly at Shi Yuan, whose ability best matched the ‘crime pattern.’”
    

    

    
      “Successfully igniting internal conflict—using our own hands to eliminate one of 【Radiance】’s players.”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s analysis sent chills down the experts’ spines.
    

    

    
      What kind of murderer could be so calm, so cunning, so utterly vicious?
    

    

    
      “I noticed something,”
    

    

    
      Li Wei, who had been silent, suddenly spoke.
    

    

    
      His face was still pale, but in his eyes returned a glint of a policeman’s sharpness.
    

    

    
      “At the moment Hailan fell, although Qi Jiang’s expression also showed shock and anger, his reaction was more exaggerated—too theatrical.”
    

    

    
      “And when Shi Yuan was suspected, while everyone else fell into panic and rage, only his reaction felt too deliberate.”
    

    

    
      “He was the first to stand up and accuse Shi Yuan, using inflammatory words to direct everyone’s anger toward him.”
    

    

    
      “His actions seemed righteous at the time, but now that I think about it—it was more like he was fanning the flames, eager to see chaos.”
    

    

    
      Li Wei’s words were like lightning cutting through the fog, instantly awakening Chen Mo.
    

    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    

    
      “It’s him! That guy Qi Jiang!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo slammed the table. “I knew something was off about him!”
    

    

    
      “Among all the players, when facing Bureau 869, he alone didn’t show fear or resistance—instead, he cooperated unusually well.”
    

    

    
      “At the time, we thought it was because of his sense of duty and trust in the organization.”
    

    

    
      “But now—it’s clear he came here with a purpose from the start!”
    

    

    
      “He was the one who stirred emotions, guiding us to doubt Shi Yuan from beginning to end!”
    

    

    
      One clue after another pieced together like a puzzle in Chen Mo’s mind.
    

    

    
      “Retrieve all of Qi Jiang’s data! His social connections, every movement before we found him!”
    

    

    
      “Locate Qi Jiang’s position immediately!”
    

    

    
      “Report! Target is inside his private lounge. Vital signs are stable.”
    

    

    
      “Send a team to his room at once—detain and interrogate him!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo gave the order without hesitation.
    

    

    
      However—
    

    

    
      “BOOM——!!!!!!”
    

    

    
      A deafening explosion blasted from the lounge area of the base!
    

    

    
      The entire facility shook violently; dust rained from the ceiling.
    

    

    
      “Report! Report! A massive explosion occurred in Rest Room B-307!”
    

    

    
      “Repeat! Explosion in B-307!”
    

    

    
      “B-307… isn’t that… Qi Jiang’s room?!”
    

    

    
      Chen Mo’s heart sank. A dreadful premonition surged within him.
    

    

    
      When the rescue and fire teams arrived, Qi Jiang’s room had already been reduced to scorched ruins.
    

    

    
      Wild electric currents had destroyed everything in the chamber, and the air reeked of ozone and burning flesh.
    

    

    
      No complete remains were found—only charred fragments of tissue.
    

    

    
      【Radiance】faction player 【Thunder God】 has died.
    

    

    
      【Current remaining players: 【Radiance】5, 【Shadow】4】
    

    

    
      Then, the cold mechanical voice once again echoed in the minds of all surviving players.
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