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  Chapter 1: Job Hunt





Triangle Banyan City, Outskirts.

A fine curtain of rain enveloped the entire city, the scent of sulfur and rust lingering in the air.

After the Great Catastrophe, civilization suffered irreversible destruction. 

Human habitation shrank significantly, forcing the construction of numerous underground buildings to escape extreme natural disasters.

The remaining habitable cities, apart from the Core City—rumored to house the greatest technological advancements—were categorized into three levels: first-tier, second-tier, and third-tier.

Third-tier cities were largely functional, often built to serve specific purposes such as mining or agriculture. 

In contrast, second-tier and higher cities retained structures reminiscent of pre-catastrophe urban landscapes.

Triangle Banyan City, where Xu Dengming resided, was classified as a second-tier city, further divided into inner and outer districts.

According to online descriptions, second-tier cities were less prosperous than first-tier ones, and their population was relatively limited. 

Nevertheless, the city’s administrative bureau still invested substantial funds annually into various developments. 

For instance, the Sixteen-Leaf Welfare Institute on the outskirts—established just five years ago—had already ceased accepting new children and was preparing for relocation to a new district.

Through the rain, the institute’s entrance was faintly visible, a notice pasted at the gate declaring its temporary closure to new admissions. 

Raindrops blurred the black ink on the white paper, distorting the phrase “Creating a Better Future for Every Child” into an illegible mess. 

Only the words “Welcoming Donations from Kind-hearted Individuals” and the contact information at the bottom remained clear.

Ordinary printed paper, it seemed, could not withstand the corrosive acid rain.

Xu Dengming had read about it in scientific reports—how acid rain, acid fog, and extreme cold were all residual effects of the Great Catastrophe. 

Many who had no choice but to venture out on rainy days wore an extra layer of rain gear under their umbrellas to prevent their clothes and skin from eroding.

Unfortunately, Xu Dengming had forgotten to bring any rain gear.

She sat on a weathered bench outside an old office building, absently crushing an empty can labeled “Nutrient Solution Flavored Beverage” before tossing it into a nearby trash bin.

Thunk.

The can landed precisely inside.

These drinks, apart from quenching thirst, were infamous for their unbearable taste. 

Originally developed to help the public adapt to nutrient solution diets, they were produced cheaply and often distributed for free to citizens. 

Given the public’s growing aversion to nutrient-based food, Xu Dengming suspected the drink would soon be phased out entirely.

The sharp taste jolted her into a slight wakefulness. 

She recalled that when she left home earlier, the weather had been fine—who could have guessed the sudden downpour would last this long?

She pulled out her phone, glancing at the screen. Only one bar of signal remained. She tried refreshing the page, but just as expected—the last bar of signal vanished entirely.

It was a common issue. 

Whenever it rained, the city’s communication networks deteriorated.

Besides, Xu Dengming’s phone was an old model—heavy, power-hungry, and minimalistic in features.

A gust of wind swept through the corridor, carrying the acrid smell of acid rain. 

Xu Dengming pocketed her phone, stretched her joints lazily, and prepared to head inside the building for shelter.

As she stepped forward, she abruptly halted, her gaze catching a recruitment flyer pinned to the wall near the staircase.

She was currently a senior in college, set to graduate by mid-next year. 

Unlike her classmates—some of whom had already secured jobs while others had the luxury of not worrying about employment—Xu Dengming had been through multiple interview rounds but still had not received an offer.

Fortunately, she had managed to pay off her student loans through part-time jobs and scholarships. 

Otherwise, the moment she lost her student status, she would have been forcibly relocated to a third-tier city, subjected to mandatory job assignments.

Crossing her arms, she curiously examined the flyer.

“Gaming Studio Hiring Testers – No Education or Experience Required. Interested Applicants, Please Inquire at Room 201.”

There were no details on salary, working hours, or benefits—just a vague and empty listing that all but announced the studio’s impending bankruptcy.

Xu Dengming glanced back at the rain and chuckled before stepping onto the stairs.

***

Dim light pressed down like a heavy blanket.

Though it was still early evening, the thick clouds overhead made it seem as though she were walking through a waterlogged old photograph.

The office building was eerily quiet, her footsteps echoing through the empty corridors. 

She knocked on the door of Room 201.

No response.

The door opened automatically.

Inside, the single desk held a lone CD and a note: “Applicants, please bring the game CD to Room 206 for testing.”

Xu Dengming hesitated before picking up the disc, convinced now that the studio was not on the brink of bankruptcy but already there.

Room 206 was on the opposite side of the hallway. 

A worn-out wooden sign on the door read “Prospective Employee Workspace.” 

The wooden surface was chipped and peeling, giving off an air of imminent collapse.

‘The job market must be bad if this is my best option.’

The door was unlocked.

Xu Dengming stepped inside. 

The corridor outside was dim, but the room’s lighting was even worse.

She raised an eyebrow, turning back toward the door. 

It had shut behind her—without a sound.

For an old wooden door, it should have at least creaked.

She studied it for a moment before lowering her gaze, lost in thought.

“…New here?”

A voice broke the silence.

Xu Dengming turned toward the sound.

The room contained only two desks. 

A burly man in his thirties, wearing a stained tank top, sat at one of them.

The screen’s glow illuminated his pale, unhealthy-looking face. 

He barely glanced at her before nodding toward the vacant desk. 

“That’s yours.”

An ashtray brimming with cigarette butts sat on his desk. 

The air smelled stale.

Xu Dengming nodded politely, setting her bag down before asking, “Can we open a window?”

“Broken,” the man grunted.

He wiped his sweaty face with his shirt before fanning himself lazily.

Xu Dengming considered for a moment. 

“How about the door?”

This time, he didn’t bother answering. 

He just shook his head swiftly, emitting an irritated snort.

She glanced around. 

The room’s only window was behind her desk, directly opposite the bathroom door. 

Through it, she could see the overcast sky. 

Across the street stood an arcade, its neon sign spelling out “LE FAN TIAN” in glaringly bright letters.

With no better option, she took her seat.

She booted up the old computer—it even had a disc drive—and loaded the game.

A retro-styled game screen popped up:

“Test Game 1: Loading… Please Wait.”

A moment later, the game began.

“Game Title: Escape the Room”

“Genre: Single-Player RPG Adventure”

“Countdown: 00:59:59.”

The pixelated game window locked into full screen. 

No settings, no menu, just a tiny character trapped in a room.

Xu Dengming tried opening cabinets and boxes—nothing.

She frowned.

‘Great. Another terrible game.’

***

The surface of the canned beers bore no brand names—only a list of ingredients, alcohol content, and a single red warning line:

“This product contains alcohol. Consumption may lead to excitement, increased blood pressure, dizziness, and frequent urination. Please drink in moderation.”

Xu Dengming wiped the sweat from her face, feeling a fresh wave of heat creeping over her.

She stood by the window and looked outside. 

Across the street, the arcade was as deserted as before. 

Nothing had changed since the first time she saw it. 

The three large characters—”Le Fantian”—dominated the window space, nearly covering the glass entirely, pressing in with an almost suffocating force.

The burly man in the room paid no attention to her movements. 

His eyes remained glued to the screen.

Xu Dengming picked up two cans of beer and placed them on the man’s desk.

Finally, he looked up. 

First at the beer, then at her.

“For me?” 

He asked, guessing her intent.

Xu Dengming nodded.

The man hesitated. 

“You’re not drinking?”

She swallowed back the sarcastic remark—”Drinking on the spot while job-hunting would be admitting I have too high a chance of getting an offer.” 

Instead, she simply offered a truth:

“I usually don’t drink.” 

Then, politely, she added, “It’s too stuffy in here. I’m going to wash my face.”

Without waiting for a response, she walked into the washroom and shut the door behind her.

Inside, a single yellowing light bulb flickered dimly. 

The walls were lined with old but clean tiles. 

A toilet, a sink, and a wooden cabinet took up the limited space.

Xu Dengming surveyed the room. 

Behind the sink, she noticed something odd—one section of the pipe was a different color from the rest. 

It looked like a recent replacement.

After a brief moment of thought, she opened the wooden cabinet beside the sink. 

Tilting her head upward, she checked the top shelf. 


Empty. 

But the bottom shelf held a few tools—a screwdriver and a discarded, old section of the replaced pipe.

She narrowed her eyes.





 
  Chapter 2: Revelation





After finishing two cans of beer, the large man started to feel that the room wasn’t as stuffy as it had been before. 

However, perhaps due to drinking too many beverages, after continuing to play a shooting game for a while, he began to feel a bloated sensation in his lower abdomen.

He stood up, mechanically scanning the room, slowly realizing how strangely empty it felt. 

The intern who had been here earlier hadn’t made a sound after going into the bathroom. 

A person with a functioning bladder and the intention of making a good impression on the employer certainly shouldn’t have been in the bathroom, silent and still, for more than twenty minutes.

Had he looked at the computer screen next door, he would have noticed that only ten minutes remained for Xu Dengming to finish the “Escape Room” test.

“00:09:59…”

The final moments silently ticked away.

The large man paced a few steps, his previously clear eyes gradually clouded with frustration.

He then seemed to make a decision, walking briskly toward the bathroom and knocking loudly on the door.

He knocked with tremendous force, the loud noise making his ears ring as chips of paint fell from the door.

However, no response came from inside the room, as though the person inside had gone deaf.

Suddenly, the large man went silent, his gaze fixed on the door, his eyes bloodshot, as if the red veins were slowly crawling up to surround his pupils.

After two steps back, he lifted his foot and kicked hard at the door.

With a loud crash, the wooden bathroom door flew open.

Dust and wood shavings filled the air. 

The bathroom light was off, and a heavy, damp darkness hung in the room.

The large man squinted, trying to make out what was behind the door, only to find—

There was no one inside.

The intern had seemingly vanished into thin air.

He stood in the doorway for a while, finally stepping across the threshold.

The view from the door was limited, and only by stepping inside could he investigate further.

The air in the bathroom was not just humid, but chilling as well.

The coldness crept up his spine like a slug, slowly climbing up his back.

The space inside was so cramped that the walls seemed like they might collapse inward, suffocating anyone inside.

The bathroom in Room 206 had no windows, and theoretically, there should be no wind. 

But after crossing the threshold, the large man could hear a distinct sound of wind blowing downward.

Before he could process it, a sharp pain exploded in the back of his head.

Bang!

A heavy, metal water pipe struck the large man’s skull with a brutal force. 

His head didn’t cave in but cracked open, as though it were a hollow chocolate ball melting in hot cream. 

Thick, bright red blood poured out, soaking his hair and spreading across the floor.

Xu Dengming, holding the pipe, stepped back two paces. 

The smile that had once lingered on her face vanished, and her eyes grew cold and frightening.

As she noticed the large man’s lifeless body, she stopped herself from striking again. 

Despite everything settling down, she remained tense, her hand involuntarily tightening around the pipe, veins protruding along her wrist. 

Even at this moment, she was still on high alert.

The man’s body twisted unnaturally, emitting an otherworldly vibe. 

His bloodshot eyes bulged from their sockets, merging with the blood that had spilled across the floor.

He would never get the chance to ask Xu Dengming why she had attacked. 

But she felt certain that, even in his final moments, he could probably understand her motivation.

After all, Escape Room was a single-player RPG, and Xu Dengming knew that she alone was the player in this game.

But what role did the other “person” in the room play?

She thought that if the man wasn’t an NPC guiding her through the game, then he was likely a red-name monster who would reveal his true nature when the countdown ended.

Xu Dengming had always felt something was off about the job application process. 

Yet, some unknown force clouded her judgment, making her overlook the inconsistencies until she had spent some time working in this strange place, only to finally realize that the room she was in wasn’t part of the real world.

Xu Dengming still remembered the sensation—the way her mind felt split into two halves. 

One part accepted the situation as entirely rational, while the other kept shouting warnings, urging her to observe the details in the room before it was too late.

Room 206 didn’t have much furniture, with the freezer and workstation at opposite corners of the room. 

The window was above the freezer.

Xu Dengming had opened the freezer earlier and, upon standing at the workstation or in front of the freezer, she noticed that the view from the window was always the same.

Even without a degree in physics, she knew this was impossible.

The view outside the window wasn’t real—it was a meticulously detailed game texture, so lifelike that it could fool anyone.

As she realized the truth, the once-obscured knowledge and reason returned to her mind, and she finally understood the nature of her situation.

The moment of clarity felt almost painful, as though someone had reached inside her skull and was tugging at her brain.

She began to understand just how bizarre her experiences had been.

Why had she been drawn to the second floor, attracted by something on a piece of paper? 

Why had she walked into this terrible room, unaware of any benefits or conditions, and started working on the test right away?

As someone who was familiar with various scams, Xu Dengming should have realized immediately that any proper game company wouldn’t recruit testers in such a shady way.

After entering the room, the large man had given her a hint: the window couldn’t be opened, and the door couldn’t be unlocked.

The line between reality and the virtual world blurred, as the false reality hid the truth.

Xu Dengming had to figure out how to escape the room as the only player in the game.

Based on her previous game experiences, she knew that locked doors or windows couldn’t be opened by brute force. 

To open a door, she would need to rely on in-game items.

Items were usually obtained in two ways: either through searching or defeating monsters.

The room was sparse, and she hadn’t found anything resembling a key, but she had discovered several cans of beer that seemed to have bypassed quality control.

The labels on the cans made her suspect they were some kind of status-boosting items that would improve her combat power but lower her intelligence.

She placed the cans on the large man’s desk to see if he would go into a rage after drinking one.

Her experiment was a success.

Knowing her own limited strength, she turned off the bathroom light and quietly hid atop a wooden cabinet, just out of sight.

The large man, his judgment clouded by alcohol, didn’t notice the ambush above. 

Xu Dengming struck.

As she reflected on her plan, the blood from the large man’s head gradually covered the floor. 

A glint of silver-white light shimmered from the blood, forming into a key.

Then, a message appeared in Xu Dengming’s vision:

“Game completed.”

The storm clouds above hadn’t dissipated, but the rain had slowed, only a few droplets falling with the wind.

 Xu Dengming stood in front of an old, abandoned office building, staring into space.

A second ago, she had been considering the aftermath of defeating the NPC in the game. 

Now, she was back in the real world.

The speed of the scene transition made her feel like she was in a dream.

“Game reward settlement…”

A line of text appeared, snapping Xu Dengming out of her thoughts.

She reached out to touch the floating words but received no response. 

Then, she pulled out her phone and took a picture of the words.

The picture showed only the office building.

Xu Dengming lowered her gaze, tapping her temple lightly with her finger. 

Then, she smiled, a faint expression of frustration on her lips.

Perhaps she had gone mad—or maybe the world was simply abnormal, and she had just accidentally glimpsed the hidden side of it.

The text in the air didn’t stay for long. 

After a few seconds, it changed.

“Settlement complete. The player’s test number has been generated.

“Your number is: 009-000.”

“The system has been activated.” 

“The game panel has been successfully opened.”

“This instance’s reward has been automatically added to your inventory.”

“Unhatched Fire” wishes you a pleasant game experience.

Xu Dengming’s eyes lingered on the words “Unhatched Fire” for a while before she sat down on a nearby bench, starting to seriously analyze her current situation.

The possibilities of illusion seemed to be shrinking, and she now faced the reality that the experience she had just gone through was far from over.

She had unwittingly become a part of an ongoing, much larger game.

As soon as she thought about the rewards, her gaze instinctively shifted to the other sections of her backpack interface.

Aside from the disc, the most prominent item in her backpack was a shiny treasure chest marked with the word “new.”

Xu Dengming opened the treasure chest, and the box shook a few times before spitting out a pile of glittering items, along with an old water pipe.

System: Congratulations, user! You have received Colorless Crystal x50 and a Bloodstained Old Water Pipe x1.

【Colorless Crystal: A popular material that can also be used to draw cards from the Golden Card Pool.】

【Bloodstained Old Water Pipe: An old water pipe with a hard texture. The bloodstains on its surface contain the lingering confusion and resentment of monsters at the moment of their death. It can be used to attack enemy units with a certain chance of causing them to enter a sluggish state.】

The old water pipe she had received also showed its rarity; it was a D-grade item.

Xu Dengming made a gripping motion, and the old water pipe immediately appeared in her hand.

Its weight and feel were identical to those in the game.

She swung it lightly.

The pipe was very handy, and the sensation of swinging it made her almost eager to give it a try.


Her backpack had twenty slots, with the disc not counting toward the item limit.

Items of the same type could be merged, and the Colorless Crystals appeared directly in the balance section.

She recalled the system’s note about “card draws” and curiously opened the prize pool.

The “Unhatched Fire” card pool had two types: one was golden, and the other was white.

If Xu Dengming were to evaluate it, she’d say the golden card pool looked fairly normal, but the white one looked very much like a short, fat, second-hand washing machine.



 
  Chapter 3: Aftermath





The system provided a basic introduction to the two gacha pools. 

The golden pool required colorless crystals to exchange for lottery draws, with ten crystals giving one pull. 

At present, Xu Dengming had fifty crystals.

Xu Dengming didn’t play many gacha games, but from her classmates’ past performances, it seemed that not having enough for a ten-pull was a rather regrettable thing.

The system also provided an extra tip: To reward Xu Dengming for successfully clearing the dungeon for the first time, she would be granted a free pull in the golden pool.

The white pool, however, was a bit strange. 

Xu Dengming tried to use it with her mind, but the only response she got was “Conditions for the lottery not yet met,” without any explanation as to what conditions needed to be fulfilled.

She cupped her chin in thought.

From its appearance, the sparkling golden pool seemed to be more precious, but the white pool felt more mysterious.

Using the colorless crystals to draw meant that users could earn rewards by clearing dungeons.

The system didn’t hide its use of incentives to lure Xu Dengming.

To her, the experience just felt a bit strange but not fatal.

As long as the rewards were rich enough, she would naturally become more eager to study the system she had gained.

But why was she the one encountering this?

***

The wind, cold and biting, blew past her, a few strands of hair falling on her forehead. 

Xu Dengming reached up and brushed them away. 

She looked out into the distance.

The sky was darkening, and the surroundings were dim as well. 

The area was silent, and in the distance, the Sixteen-Leaf Clover Welfare Institute was but a blurry silhouette.

Xu Dengming withdrew her gaze and immediately chose to pull the golden pool. 

The pool swayed twice, and in the next instant, as the light from the item illuminated, a line of system text appeared in the air.

Before Xu Dengming could read the message, she suddenly felt a sharp pain deep within her brain. 

A bizarre humming sound rang in her ears, as if something indescribable were buzzing around her head.

The intense pain and dizziness made Xu Dengming bend over involuntarily, gasping for air.

Darkness overtook her vision, and in mere seconds, she was completely blind.

***

Perhaps several minutes passed, or perhaps it was several hours, but gradually the cold stiffness surrounding Xu Dengming’s body faded. 

She stared at the gray stone tiles beneath her, her mind finally realizing that she was looking at the floor.

She straightened up, one hand pressing against her forehead, exerting a bit of pressure, causing her palm’s cold sweat to mix with the sweat on her forehead.

Although her vision had mostly returned, the strange humming sound, like the fluttering of moth wings, lingered in her ears.

Xu Dengming felt that after the gacha pull, something had forcefully entered her mind, granting her an inexplicable understanding of certain “sightings.”

Turning around, she gazed at the empty office building in front of her.

To Xu Dengming’s eyes, this old, abandoned structure seemed to radiate a strange, unreal aura.

Actually, after she cleared the dungeon, the “Escape the Room” dungeon had disappeared from the office building, but the recent influx of knowledge into her mind made her realize that some residual energy from the dungeon still lingered in the place.

A question flashed across her mind: What exactly was this energy?

***

She stared at the abandoned office building for a while, beginning to feel her eyes dry and heavy. 

She closed them, and when she opened them again, a faint light seemed to flash in her vision.

The sense of unrealness surrounding the building had vanished, and the world had returned to its original state.

However, upon closer inspection, Xu Dengming felt that things weren’t exactly the same.

As someone who had long suffered from eye strain, she was already teetering on the edge of needing glasses, but now, everything around her seemed unusually clear, as if the dust and cobwebs on a piece of glass had been suddenly washed away.

She wasn’t confused by her state because, at that very moment, a new message from the system appeared in midair.

[System: Congratulations, Player 009-000 has obtained the permanent skill [Eye of Observation (Lv. 1)] Note: The user’s current mental strength is limited, please avoid prolonged use.]

[Eye of Observation (Lv. 1): A special eye that allows the user to partially see the essence of fate. Note: Due to the user’s low level, this skill is easily interfered with by external forces and cannot reveal high-level abilities or discern disguises.]

***

Qingpeng District

Located near the outskirts of the city, Qingpeng District was far from the true suburbs, yet still considered a relatively remote area. 

Rent was cheaper here, making it an attractive option for recent graduates who had completed all their credits but didn’t mind spending extra time commuting.

Xu Dengming, currently a senior at the Information University of Triangle Banyan City, had recently moved to an apartment in Qingpeng District. 

Her university’s logo resembled the letter “E”, and students affectionately referred to it as “E University.”

After finishing her thesis, Xu Dengming moved to the Sunflower Apartment, Room 403, in Qingpeng District. 

She was accompanied by her roommate, Wang Yanxing, who lived just downstairs in Room 303. 

Unlike Xu Dengming, who chose the apartment based mainly on cost, Wang Yanxing came from the inner city, and had moved here due to differences with her family regarding her future career path.

***

As Xu Dengming climbed to the third floor of the Sunflower Apartment, she ran into Wang Yanxing, who was coming out to take the trash. 

Wang Yanxing rubbed her eyes, surprised to see Xu Dengming.

“Didn’t you say you were going to find a job? You’re back early today.”

It was nearly seven in the evening, but Wang Yanxing had clearly considered Xu Dengming’s usual schedule.

“I tried, but the position didn’t feel right,” Xu Dengming replied.

Wang Yanxing, who knew how flexible her classmate was in her job choices, asked curiously, “What do you mean by not right?”

Xu Dengming paused, then answered honestly, “The kind of job where I’d want to eliminate my coworkers.”

Wang Yanxing: She thought the workplace environment in the outer districts was becoming increasingly treacherous.

***

Dujuan Street

As one of the oldest established neighborhoods in the outer districts of Triangle Banyan City, Dujuan Street had seen everything from desolation to prosperity and back to decline. 

The buildings here were mostly red brick, giving it an old-fashioned aesthetic.

At eight in the evening, the lights from a late-night shift illuminated the window of No. 44 Dujuan Street.

Inside, Gao Ganchi set down her coffee cup, massaging her forehead with a tired expression. After a moment, she removed her glasses.

This was a very neat and normal office. 

A potted plant, purchased by the logistics department, sat on the desk, reflecting a modest but functional aesthetic.

He Wen stood up, “Then, I wish you all the best.”

Gao Ganchi: “This is a great opportunity. Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider? They’re offering more than one position.”

He Wen shook his head.

“I’ve grown accustomed to living in Triangle Banyan City, and I don’t plan to move.”

Even Gao Ganchi had learned to joke now. It seemed that the arrival of people from the inner city truly was a challenge for the Special Affairs Bureau to handle.

After subtly mocking, Gao Ganchi stood up and walked to the window.

The streetlights had long since been lit, and she gazed out at the street, watching the passersby. 

A child was leisurely riding a bike, several elderly people were walking home with their hands behind their backs, and a university-aged girl seemed a little distressed as she checked her backpack… 


Everything appeared so normal, the complete opposite of terms like fantasy, bizarre, dungeons, or pollution.

The Special Affairs Bureau’s office building stood right there in the midst of this ordinary and peaceful atmosphere.

The pedestrians around rarely wondered about what might be inside this ordinary office building, and the staff at the Special Affairs Bureau typically didn’t broadcast their work to the outside world.

After all, in the minds of most people, this was an invisible and non-existent special unit hidden beneath the calm of everyday life.





 
  Chapter 4: Stuck





For a soon-to-be graduate who was tight on funds, encountering inexplicable phenomena beyond scientific understanding was far from the most pressing issue. 

Before pondering the mysteries of the world, Xu Dengming had to first consider her survival.

For instance, how to choose her next job target, or where to have her next meal.

Standing in front of her empty refrigerator, Xu Dengming couldn’t help but adjust her plans for the day.

Since the area around the Sunflower Apartment lacked any commercial zones worth negotiating over, she often visited the nearby Azalea Street for shopping.

Azalea Street was an old district in the outer suburbs. 

Although its population density wasn’t as high as before, the basic commercial areas and residential districts were still well-preserved, and often held promotional events.

Before heading to the market, Xu Dengming needed to return the books she had borrowed from the Square Root Five Library last time: History of Urban Development, The Lost Study of Folklore, The Impact of Natural Disasters on Human Social Structures, and Extreme Climates and Biological Changes.

The Square Root Five Library was also near Azalea Street, and due to its abundant book resources and low deposit fees for library cards, it maintained long-term collaborations with many charitable organizations, making it quite popular with the residents of the outer suburbs.

Xu Dengming was also a regular at Square Root Five.

The sky had turned a little gloomy, and the wind began to howl.

After returning the books, Xu Dengming pulled her coat tighter around her and wondered if she had been too trusting of the weather forecast that had predicted “no rain” for the day, quickening her steps.

Just under a kilometer away from the library was the commercial district. 

But calling it a “commercial district” would be an overstatement—it wasn’t particularly busy.

Perhaps it was because the developers had chosen a location too far from the bustling central business area. 

Xu Dengming glanced around and noticed several storefronts on the opposite side of the road, each with a sign reading “Shop for Rent.”

A minute later, the traffic light turned green, and Xu Dengming, hands in her pockets, made her way across the street with a clear goal in mind.

However, just as she had taken three steps, her vision suddenly shifted in a strange way.

It was as though the screen of an old second-hand television was malfunctioning, the once-clear image now distorted with static, and the intersection before her was suddenly shrouded in a blurry, dark gray mist.

Instinctively, Xu Dengming stopped in her tracks. 

Almost at the same moment, the sound of screeching brakes filled the air.

A car, clearly speeding, nearly drifted past her at high speed, only to adjust its direction at the last second before crashing into a concrete barrier, swerving back onto its path with a lopsided motion.

The car’s tires left dark scorch marks on the road.

Xu Dengming: It was close. 

That car, which hadn’t transformed the street corner into a flower bed, had almost collided with her in a dramatic and forceful impact.

After narrowly avoiding the accident, Xu Dengming reached up and rubbed her eyes.

Once the car had driven away, the ominous gray mist vanished, and her vision returned to normal.

The experience gave Xu Dengming a deeper understanding of the Eye of Observation she had drawn yesterday.

Under normal circumstances, the Eye of Observation would only activate when Xu Dengming consciously used the skill. 

However, in life-threatening situations, the skill could also be triggered automatically to prevent the user from being permanently offline before they could enhance themselves.

The brief interruption at the intersection didn’t delay Xu Dengming’s plans. 

Fifteen minutes later, she arrived at the entrance D of the Jin Cai Mall in the Azalea Street commercial area.

The Jin Cai Mall had four floors, and it wasn’t very large. 

The third floor housed a cheap supermarket area with plenty of discounted near-expiry food—exactly what Xu Dengming was after.

She pressed the elevator button and entered. 

The elevator was not crowded; the few people inside were scattered, all of them following the common urban habit—looking down at their phones.

The content online these days wasn’t as rich or interesting as it had been before the great natural disasters, but there weren’t many other forms of entertainment for ordinary people.

Xu Dengming stood by the wall, about to take out her phone when the familiar feeling of vision distortion struck again.

She could clearly see that in an instant, the entire elevator was enveloped in a dark, ominous mist.

With the experience from the intersection earlier, Xu Dengming quickly realized that she was about to face some kind of danger.

Considering the black mist had appeared only after she entered the elevator, Xu Dengming’s mind briefly flashed with images of countless social media headlines about elevators malfunctioning due to aging components, causing fatal accidents.

As a university student familiar with basic self-help methods, Xu Dengming confirmed that the elevator hadn’t started moving yet, and immediately attempted to walk toward the control panel to open the doors again. 

But her body seemed to be stuck in thick, cold glue, and every movement took immense effort.

The pervasive pressure made it difficult to breathe, and even her hearing and vision were gradually submerged.

The disorienting sensation didn’t last long. 

When Xu Dengming felt lightheaded again, she realized she was still in the elevator.

But this elevator was no longer the same one as before.

It felt as if she were a plastic figurine, forcibly moved from one space to another, a force so strong it was both irresistible and unrecognizable.

The lighting around her was dim, and although the ceiling lights were on, it still gave off an old, gloomy feeling.

The control panel had changed, now displaying floors “B2, B1, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8” instead of the simple “1, 2, 3, 4” from before. 

The illuminated button showed she was currently on “B2.”

After the spatial shift, the only reassuring thing for Xu Dengming was that the people in the elevator were the same as before. Including herself, there were six people in total.

A short-haired student, who had been immersed in her phone earlier, looked up in surprise, frozen for a moment before asking uncertainly, “…Where is this?”

No one could answer her.

At this moment, most of the passengers were staring at a black notice on the wall.

“Elevator Usage Rules”

“To ensure a good user experience, the following requirements have been set for passengers:”

“1. Please refrain from loud noises and avoid disturbing others.”

“2. This elevator is public property, please use it carefully.”

“3. If a passenger does not need to use the elevator, please do not stay in the cabin for more than 15 seconds.”

“4. To save time, each passenger may only press the floor button twice.”

“5. If a passenger accidentally misses their desired floor, they can press the button again. When the elevator reaches the destination a second time, the passenger must leave.”

“6. After the countdown ends, the elevator will be officially in use.”

“Good luck :)”

At the end of the notice, there was a highly sarcastic smiley face. 

The countdown was displayed beneath it, with only four minutes and thirty-six seconds remaining.

The preparation time for the passengers was rapidly dwindling.

Although Xu Dengming had experience with abandoned office buildings, she still felt utterly confused by the current situation. 

However, this did not prevent her from quickly reading through the notice and making some basic judgments.

Much like the previous Escape Room game, the goal here was to find the key to leave before the countdown ended. 

The elevator scenario also provided some context, meaning that the clues to escape were likely hidden in this information.

After Xu Dengming finished reading the black notice, she shifted her gaze to the other passengers in the elevator.

Perhaps because of the strange change in the environment, everyone present seemed distant and cautious.

Standing at the front was a young man who looked to be no older than thirty. 

His facial features were sharp, with a hint of arrogance in his eyebrows and eyes. 

He wore an eye-catching outfit that was tailored to fit his frame perfectly. On his right hand, he wore an intricately designed ring, while his left wrist displayed a watch—one from a high-end brand that was known for its expensive reputation. 

Even though Xu Dengming wasn’t well-versed in the fashion trends of the inner city, she recognized the watch as a luxury item.

Not far from the young man stood a girl who appeared to be barely in her twenties. 

She wore a jade pendant around her neck, and her eyes were shaped somewhat like a cat’s.

The “cat-eyed” girl dressed in a dark, punk style, adorned with various avant-garde accessories. 

Her face was unnaturally pale, and she wore heavy black eyeliner.

It seemed she noticed someone staring at her, as she slightly tilted her head back.

Before Xu Dengming’s gaze met hers, she instinctively averted her eyes.

The remaining three people in the elevator were the short-haired student who had spoken earlier, and two office workers. 

The two office workers were quite similar in appearance, the main difference being that one looked more tired, while the other appeared fresh out of school, still carrying the innocence of youth.

After a brief silence, the tired office worker suddenly spoke up. 

“This situation… I think I’ve seen something similar online.”

The short-haired student immediately asked, “What do you mean by ‘similar situation’?”

The tired office worker furrowed his brows, clearly trying to recall. 

“I remember someone saying that if you suddenly encounter a very strange and inexplicable situation, it means you’ve entered great danger. But if you’re lucky, as long as you meet certain conditions, you can leave.” 

He wiped the cold sweat off his forehead. 

“But the post was quickly deleted, and I didn’t think much of it.”

Before anyone else could respond, a slightly sarcastic laugh echoed through the elevator.

It was the young man wearing the watch. 

His laughter wasn’t loud, but in the quiet space of the elevator, it was especially clear.

He glanced around at everyone before speaking casually, “Don’t overthink it. You can think of this situation as entering a ‘game scenario,’ and the black notice above tells us the rules for the ‘dungeon’ we’re participating in. It’s not too bad. The only thing we need to do is find the correct floor and we can leave the dungeon.”

The tired office worker asked, “Are you sure?”

The young man lifted his chin slightly. “My name is Dou Wenju.”

After the young man introduced himself, the elevator fell into silence once again. 

But rather than being shocked by his background, most people were left wondering, “Who is Dou Wenju?”

He had emphasized his surname, likely from a prominent family, but for ordinary people who didn’t follow others’ lives too closely, a name like “Li Hua” or “Han Meimei” would have been far more recognizable, especially since many students had written homework for the latter two…

As someone who didn’t know “Dou Wenju” either, the short-haired student changed his approach and cautiously asked, “Mr. Dou, have you encountered a situation like this before?”

Dou Wenju paused before answering, “Many people in my family have.”

Although he hadn’t experienced it himself, it was good news that he had some experience to draw from.

The “cat-eyed” girl stared at the black notice on the wall and said, “This ‘Shopping Mall Elevator Riding Rules’ is interesting…”

Her expression was very calm, and her way of speaking was quite different from her appearance. She didn’t show any unease at suddenly being thrust into a dangerous situation.

Dou Wenju noticed this too. He looked at her for a moment and asked, “What’s your name?”

The “cat-eyed” girl gave a small smile and answered, “Ji Zizai.”

Dou Wenju furrowed his brows, looking a bit puzzled.

The tired office worker cautiously asked, “Do you two know each other?”

Dou Wenju shook his head and dryly replied, “No, we don’t.” 

His expression showed obvious confusion. 

“I just think the name is a bit strange.” 

He then gave a half-hearted nod towards Ji Zizai. 

“No offense, Miss Ji, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

The others seemed to understand—Dou Wenju likely had an enemy with the same name.

With Dou Wenju and Ji Zizai starting the conversation, the others, taking advantage of the remaining countdown, quickly introduced themselves. 

The short-haired student was named Lin Yunhui, just like Xu Dengming, he was on his way to the library. 

After finishing his book, he had come to the mall to take a stroll. 

The two office workers were named Zhang Zhiqun and Zhao Yilang. 

For them, this was the most unfortunate time to avoid working overtime.

When it was Xu Dengming’s turn, she casually made up a name: “I’m Xu Ming.”

The passengers were just coincidentally stuck together by this strange phenomenon, and none of them had any intention of deep conversation. 

Once the introductions were over, they calmed down and began to seriously analyze the black notice.

Zhang Zhiqun whispered, “This place gives me an uncomfortable feeling. Is the elevator we’re in dangerous? Once the door opens, let’s hurry and get out.”

Xu Dengming shook her head. 

“The elevator may be strange, but compared to other areas, it might actually be the safest place.”

Zhang Zhiqun asked, “Why?”

Xu Dengming said this partly because she didn’t want the temporary companions around her to panic, which could hinder their progress. 


But also, she had indeed deciphered some clues.

Since someone asked, she decided to share her thoughts: 

“The first two rules: the first one says that passengers shouldn’t have a negative impact on others, meaning no fighting in the elevator. The second rule says passengers cannot damage the elevator. From these two rules, we can infer that the elevator is a place where violent behavior is not allowed.”

Upon hearing this, Zhang Zhiqun looked at the others in the elevator, and his tense facial muscles relaxed slowly, like a spring that had been stretched for too long finally letting go.



 
  Chapter 5: Game start





Dou Wenju listened to Xu Dengming’s explanation, a faint sneer appearing on his face, clearly disapproving of her viewpoint. 

Xu Dengming understood the reason for his disapproval—In a world where nothing scientific could be guaranteed, simply disallowing violent acts did not mean the elevator was free of other dangers.

However, perhaps due to Dou Wenju’s arrogance, which made him unwilling to speak up and correct her, or perhaps because he felt there was no harm in letting others stay calm due to hopeful news, he didn’t express his thoughts too directly.

Because of what had been said, Zhang Zhiqun and the others had begun to trust Xu Dengming, if only slightly, and now asked, “There’s only half the countdown left. What should we do now?”

Xu Dengming thought for a moment before answering, “Looking at the rules for the upcoming phases, passengers will eventually have to leave the elevator. We can start by determining which floor our destination is on.”

Lin Yunhui asked, “How do we figure out the destination? Are there any hints?”

The black sign certainly didn’t provide any clues about which floor each passenger’s destination was on, but the nearby floor buttons did offer some explanations. 

According to the labels, it was clear that B1 and B2 were parking levels, while the other floors were labeled as follows: 

“1st Floor: Jewelry, Watches, and International Luxury Goods”, “2nd Floor: Trendy Clothing”, “3rd Floor: Supermarket, Home Goods, Smart Electronics”, “4th Floor: Family Recreation, Anime Park, Children’s Plaza”, “5th Floor: Desserts, Coffee, Fashionable Bars”, “6th Floor: Chinese Cuisine”, “7th Floor: Western Dining”, “8th Floor: Movie Heaven”.

Some floor labels were smudged, as though covered by the bodies of black insects.

Xu Dengming glanced at the floor buttons, then said, “Actually, according to standard shopping logic, the passengers should already know which floor they’re headed to.”

Ji Zizai blinked her cat-like eyes but didn’t speak.

The others began whispering amongst themselves. 

Zhao Yilang, still confused by Xu Dengming’s point, rebutted, “If it were Jin Cai Mall, I’d obviously know which floor I’m going to, but this is clearly not the same place!”

Xu Dengming looked at him and made a gesture to lower his voice.

Seeing this, Zhao Yilang suddenly realized his voice had been too loud.

Elevator Riding Rules – Article 2: Do not speak loudly.

Zhao Yilang’s face twitched involuntarily. 

“I didn’t—I was just… and that wasn’t really shouting, right?”

He stammered as he tried to explain himself, glancing around in an attempt to gain others’ approval.

Dou Wenju scoffed. 

“You already shouted. It’s too late to regret now.”

Xu Dengming glanced at him. 

“Don’t rush. The countdown isn’t over yet. The scenario hasn’t necessarily started—don’t you feel anything else is off?”

Zhao Yilang quickly shook his head. 

“No, not at all!”

His tone was urgent, though he deliberately lowered his voice, almost whispering.

Xu Dengming’s gaze lingered on him for a moment, then she smiled faintly. 

“Well, that’s good.”

While speaking, Xu Dengming had secretly activated her Eye of Observation.

Through her eyes, the environment around them appeared unusually dim. 

The elevator still carried a thick, greyish-black mist, and everyone stood there obliviously within the mist.

The ominous mist wandered through the air, drifting over the passengers’ bodies. 

Just moments ago, when Zhao Yilang had been agitated, he seemed to become a vortex, and the mist surrounding him accelerated, enveloping him entirely. 

However, as Zhao Yilang calmed down, the mist around him gradually lightened.

Xu Dengming also noticed that the mist appeared to try to condense into longer, more readable lines, but they would always scatter at the last moment.

She suspected this was due to her still-unrefined skill.

While observing Zhao Yilang, Xu Dengming did not forget to keep an eye on the others in the elevator. 

Compared to Zhao Yilang, whose panic was obvious, Dou Wenju and Ji Zizai remained notably calm.

However, the moment Xu Dengming’s gaze landed on Dou Wenju, she suddenly closed her eyes, as though startled by something.

Standing nearby, Lin Yunhui noticed that the one who had introduced herself as Xu Ming, lowered her head and rubbed her eyes.

Rubbing one’s eyes wasn’t unusual, but after doing so, Xu Ming’s eyes appeared slightly red, as though she had been too rough and hadn’t been careful with her delicate mucous membranes.

Actually, when Xu Dengming had been observing Dou Wenju, she hadn’t seen anything specific, but the act of observing him had made her feel uncomfortable, forcing her skill to abruptly stop.

She recalled the system’s warning.

Currently, the Eye of Observation’s level was too low, and it was prone to interference from external factors.

There was something unusual about Dou Wenju, which likely affected Xu Dengming’s ability, but she couldn’t yet determine if this anomaly came from him personally or from some object he was carrying.

The countdown inside the elevator showed 1 minute and 46 seconds remaining.

After reaching the conclusion that “passengers should know their destination floor,” Xu Dengming reached into her pocket and opened her backpack, rummaging through it until she pulled out two previously unseen promotional flyers.

One was for a Western restaurant, and the other was for a dessert shop.

Ji Zizai seemed to have noticed something and curiously asked, “What are you looking for?”

Xu Dengming replied, “I wanted to check if anything unusual had appeared on me.” 

Then she held up the two flyers, saying, “I’m sure these are the only items I have that are not mine. They must belong to the elevator passengers.”

With Xu Dengming’s prompt, everyone’s eyes lit up.

Now that they knew the clues were on them, the passengers quickly began to check their belongings. 

For instance, Dou Wenju immediately emptied all his pockets.

Dou Wenju commented, “I only brought my phone and wallet, but now I have two more flyers.”

He was probably the quickest to notice something was wrong with his pockets. 

After all, others might wonder if they’d just forgotten they’d put the flyers in there themselves, while everything Dou Wenju carried, regardless of category, seemed to radiate an “I’m expensive” glow typical of a rich second-generation heir.

Lin Yunhui followed suit and said, “Same here.” 

He also found an extra flyer on herself.

The two ordinary and common advertisement flyers were tightly held in the hands of the passengers, as if they were gripping the last thread of hope to escape the scenario.

Zhao Yilang’s eyes gleamed with excitement. 

“So, these are the clues the game has provided for us! Once we confirm the target floor, we can leave the elevator!”

Upon hearing Zhao Yilang’s words, Dou Wenju once again displayed a mocking smile. 

“The clues are indeed clues, but do you really think you can figure out the correct floor from this? Those two flyers of yours aren’t even from the same floor.”

He was right. 

In Zhao Yilang’s hands, one flyer was from a furniture store, and the other from a Chinese restaurant, located on the third and sixth floors, respectively.

Zhao Yilang’s expression froze, and then he raised his eyes, a hint of barely concealed malice in them, as if his plan was about to fail, and it was all Dou Wenju’s fault for speaking up.

However, not every passenger was that unlucky.

Take Dou Wenju, for instance. 

Though the two flyers he held were from two different bars, in the current scenario, the building only had one floor that provided alcoholic drinks: the fifth floor.

Dou Wenju casually glanced at Zhao Yilang, then slowly placed the flyers back into his pocket, completely unaffected by the faint hostility in Zhao Yilang’s eyes.

This was, of course, because the elevator rules prohibited violent behavior, and with only half a minute left before the game officially started, Zhao Yilang had no time to forcibly swap the flyers and change their floors.

Just then, Lin Yunhui suddenly made a sound of surprise. 

“Hmm? Why do you have three flyers?”

Xu Dengming raised a third piece of paper from her pocket and answered, “This isn’t a flyer, it’s a coupon from the Jin Cai Mall. I brought it with me.”

Lin Yunhui carefully examined it and saw the words “Jin Cai” written on it. 

She nodded and let out a relieved sigh. 

“I see.”

After explaining, Xu Dengming looked thoughtfully at the coupon in his hand. 

Just when the others were about to ask her what she was thinking, they heard Xu Dengming’s voice echoing from the dim elevator.

“You guys think… can a coupon be used in different malls?”

Ji Zizai seemed to want to laugh. 

“It probably can’t. While the current situation can’t be explained by common sense, and there are many rules that don’t align with normal logic, it’s unlikely that the scope of ordinary items will be distorted.”

Zhao Yilang and the others exchanged glances:


“These two are having a rather serious conversation.”

“…3, 2, 1.”

The countdown reached zero, and it felt as though some invisible barrier within the elevator was suddenly shattered. 

A cold and eerie aura spread rapidly in the air, and Xu Dengming heard the chilling sound of machinery whirring to life.

The waiting period ended, and the game awakened, now eyeing the passengers in the elevator with malicious intent.

Zhao Yilang shuddered for no reason. 

Lin Yunhui’s face showed panic, and even the normally arrogant Dou Wenju seemed a bit more cautious.

The elevator, now awakened, was ready to start. 

According to Rule 3, the passengers needed to press the floor button within ten seconds.

There was no time to think, no time to hesitate. 

Before anyone else could speak, Ji Zizai took two steps forward and decisively pressed the “8” button.

Her speed was even faster than Xu Dengming’s.

Lin Yunhui’s eyes widened. 

“You… you’ve already decided on your floor?”

She stared at Ji Zizai, her eyes filled with unmasked impatience, along with a trace of envy and longing.

Ji Zizai shook her head. 

“No, I pressed the eighth floor because it’s the highest floor.”

She wasn’t sure where to go, but she knew that reaching the highest floor would take more time than reaching other floors, which meant the passengers would have more time to plan their next move.

The lights in the elevator were still dimly on as the cabin slowly ascended, and the floor numbers changed continuously.


“B2, B1, 1, 2, 3, 4…”

The elevator kept rising, and the passengers felt their bodies growing heavier. 

This heaviness made it hard to focus, and it felt as if their hearts were being squeezed, making breathing more difficult than usual.

Xu Dengming leaned against the elevator wall, staring at the buttons next to the floor indicator.



 
  Chapter 6: Do No Harm





As they neared the 8th floor, Xu Dengming glanced at Ji Zizai and finally spoke the first sentence since the game officially started: “Let me press the button next time.”

Ji Zizai nodded slightly, signaling their mutual understanding.

After all, according to the rules of the game, Ji Zizai needed to reserve the chance to press the button for herself at least once.

Zhao Yilang was staring intently at the items in his hands, his left hand nervously grabbing his hair, as if the key to clearing the level was hidden deep within his scalp: “Two flyers, two flyers from different floors… so which one should I choose?”

Meanwhile, Lin Yunhui, a student, paced back and forth anxiously, probably trying to force her brain to think faster through self-induced agitation.

Unable to hold back, Lin Yunhui murmured, “Since they’ve given us the flyers, the clue must be on them.”

She squeezed the flyers tightly in her hands, her gaze darting back and forth across the text on the paper. 

Her nose was almost touching the surface of the paper as she whispered the contents out loud, not even skipping punctuation marks, desperately trying to find the answer.

After reading through the flyers several times, Lin Yunhui’s eyes suddenly lit up. She lifted her head, speaking in a daze: “I think… I might have discovered something.”

Zhang Zhiqun immediately asked, “What did you discover?”

Lin Yunhui pointed at the flyer in her hand and said, “These two sheets are from the third and seventh floors. The one from the seventh floor is more wrinkled, and the one from the third floor is newer.” 

Her tone carried clear uncertainty. 

“The older one has probably been in my hand for a longer time. Following the principle of first come, first served, shouldn’t I go to the seventh floor first?”

Zhang Zhiqun didn’t want to contradict her, but he said, “But the two flyers in my hands look almost the same in terms of their condition.”

He spoke in confusion, “Could it be that the rules for different passengers are different?”

Just as no one had come to a definitive conclusion, the elevator doors slowly opened.

At this moment, the elevator was eerily silent. 

Everyone’s gaze was inevitably drawn to the door, each person eager to know what awaited them on the eighth floor, yet all fearful of seeing something beyond their expectations.

A second later, someone let out a soft sigh.

The light inside the elevator was dim enough, but outside, it was pitch black, as though a curtain had been drawn over their eyes. 

The passengers could see nothing, hear nothing, as if they were not on a floor in a shopping mall but in an endless, dark sea.

Zhao Yilang swallowed nervously, his voice trembling: “What… what’s going on?” 

He asked again, “I can’t see anything. Can you guys see anything?”

Ji Zizai shook his head and replied, “No.”

Xu Dengming gently pressed her finger to her eyes. 

Outside the elevator, the scene was just as terrifyingly dark, with the limited light from the elevator barely illuminating about thirty centimeters before being swallowed by an inky void.

Since even her [Observing Eye] couldn’t gather more information, she could only assume that the passengers inside the elevator couldn’t see what was outside. 

This was just like the previous “Happy Heaven” arcade, where the game world had unbreakable rules.

Five seconds passed, and the elevator doors slowly closed as no one had exited.

As per their prior agreement, Xu Dengming reached out and pressed the “B1” button.

Zhao Yilang stammered, “Why not press B2?”

Xu Dengming replied, “I haven’t been to B1 yet. I want to take a look.” 

Then, she asked, “Who’s turn is it next?”

Everyone in the elevator knew the truth: to survive in the game, they had to take turns pressing the elevator buttons to avoid violating the third rule of the game.

But now, when Xu Dengming asked, no one immediately responded. 

The desire to survive made everyone want to delay their turn as much as possible.

If the first round of button pressing ended without finding the right floor, the later you pressed the button, the more time you could buy to stay alive.

Lin Yunhui’s lips moved as if she wanted to say something, but suddenly, Dou Wenju spoke up:

“I’ll do it next.”

Dou Wenju raised his head, a trace of arrogance still on his face: “Anyway, my floor is already decided.”

Zhao Yilang couldn’t help but argue, “None of our floors are confirmed. Only yours is. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

Dou Wenju shrugged. 

“Didn’t you all just discuss whether the rules for different participants in the same game could be different?” 

He added, “It’s definitely possible.”

Lin Yunhui fixed her gaze on Dou Wenju without blinking, her voice barely above a whisper: “Have you ever thought about why only you…”

Perhaps because he was about to leave, Dou Wenju glanced at the others and began to explain seriously: “It’s not just me. Sometimes in this game, there are individuals who get lucky.” 

He then smiled slightly, with a hint of malice. 

“Actually, some of you could be lucky too. After all, someone already discovered the loophole in the rules — the game doesn’t officially start until the preparation time ends. As long as you seize the opportunity, passengers can ignore the elevator rules and forcibly take someone else’s flyer.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Yilang suddenly looked up, his face as pale as a sheet.

It finally dawned on him: those two flyers from the same floor weren’t meant for Dou Wenju’s benefit—they were for everyone’s benefit… 

The thought made his heart feel like it was soaking in sour, cold leftover soup.

He was so close to confirming his target floor!

But now, with the preparation time over, according to the rules, passengers couldn’t conflict with each other.

The rules of the game seemed to be deliberately leading them toward despair.

In his desperation to survive, Zhao Yilang forgot about the risks of a chaotic struggle and his lack of combat ability. 

All that remained in his heart was regret and frustration.

Lin Yunhui bit her thumb, and after a moment, she suddenly gasped in realization: “I think I understand!”

Her voice grew more urgent: “Since the flyers can be stolen, it means we can change our target floors.”

Her words clearly reached everyone’s ears.

Zhao Yilang finally understood, his voice trembling: “You mean, we can exchange the flyers during the preparation time?”

Lin Yunhui nodded: “Most people have flyers from different floors, but if we combine them, we can get the right ones.”

Zhang Zhiqun spoke rapidly, as though someone were chasing him: “Can we start exchanging now?”

Lin Yunhui hesitated: “I… I’m not sure, but voluntarily exchanging flyers definitely doesn’t violate the rule against attacking each other…”

Suddenly, Zhang Zhiqun stepped forward, grabbed Lin Yunhui’s wrist, his voice excited: “I think it’s possible! It definitely is!”

Startled by Zhang Zhiqun’s loud voice, Lin Yunhui quickly pulled her arm back, warning him, “Don’t forget the first rule…”

Seeing Zhang Zhiqun acting strangely, Ji Zizai took a step forward, trying to hold him back. 

But just then, the lights in the elevator flickered and went out completely, and the entire elevator shook violently.

The sudden shock was so unexpected that even Xu Dengming, who was standing against the wall, almost lost her balance. 

She quickly reached out to steady herself, crouching down and lowering her center of gravity to avoid falling.

The lights were out, and everything around them disappeared from view. 

Even though Xu Dengming activated her [Observing Eye], she still couldn’t see anything.

Perhaps it was because her vision had been deprived, but Xu Dengming’s hearing had become more sensitive than usual. 

The sound of heavy objects falling, the low groans of other passengers in pain, all reached her ears one after another, mixed with the frantic cries for help from Zhao Yilang and others.

—And there was another indescribable sound, a breath that seemed to be right beside her ear.

There were only six people in the elevator, and Xu Dengming clearly remembered that there was no one beside her.

The elevator continued to shake as it moved, and after the initial panic, the voices of the passengers gradually faded away. 

In the unusual silence that enveloped her, Xu Dengming realized that something was wrong. 

The sound of breathing wasn’t coming from just one place.

The eerie presence didn’t remain only by Xu Dengming’s side; the entire elevator was growing colder.

The new scenario hadn’t blocked Xu Dengming’s personal bag, and as her right hand tightened, an old, dark red pipe with a rusty hue appeared in her grip.

The air seemed to carry the faint, metallic tang of rust.

Zhang Zhiqun had long been shaken off by Lin Yunhui. 

Earlier, concerned about breaking the rules, he had refrained from pursuing any further, creating distance between himself and the others. 

However, at that moment, Zhang Zhiqun began to regret it. 

He felt that he should not have moved too far from the others.

An intense instinct told him that something strange was currently pressing closely beside him.

That something had breath. 

The exhaled air was so close that Zhang Zhiqun could feel it on his face.

The smell was damp, cold, and salty, like decaying fish from the sea.

Zhang Zhiqun’s body trembled uncontrollably. 

He instinctively reached for his pocket.

There were no weapons in his pocket, only a wallet and a set of keys.

The elevator continued to shake, and the surrounding darkness was thick and pure, evoking the deepest fears buried within the heart.

If Zhang Zhiqun could have seen himself at that moment, he would have noticed that his face had drained of color, the dark circles under his eyes standing out sharply against his pale skin. 

He gripped his keys tightly, ignoring the pain in his palm from the sharp edge, and pointed the key’s pointed end outward.

In that moment, the ordinary keys felt like a dagger, providing Zhang Zhiqun with the faintest sense of security.

“Whoosh—”

The breath grew even closer, now tinged with hunger and madness.

Zhang Zhiqun’s face twisted in sheer panic. 

He suddenly spun around, clutching the keys, and with all his might, thrust them in the direction of the breath.

“Ah—”

Time passed, though Zhang Zhiqun was unsure for how long. 

***

Finally, the B1 floor arrived.

As the electronic chime sounded, the elevator’s lights flickered back on. 

The overhead lights were calm and silent, as if the darkness just now had been a mere hallucination born from the passengers’ overwhelming fear.

Lin Yunhui shakily stood up. 

She glanced at the indistinct B1 floor outside the elevator, then turned back to the inside and trembled, asking, “Uh, where’s Zhang Zhiqun?”

No one could answer Lin Yunhui’s question. 

All she was met with were confusion, fear, and silence.

When the elevator reached the B1 floor, Xu Dengming noticed that all the strange breathing sounds had disappeared. 

And, though it could have been a trick of her mind, she faintly heard an indescribable cry of anguish at the same time the breathing ceased.

Xu Dengming furrowed her brows slightly and spoke slowly, “I suspect that Mr. Zhang may have violated the rules, and that’s why he’s been punished by the scenario.”

Lin Yunhui thought for a moment and cautiously asked, “Are you saying that his grabbing my hand earlier had a negative impact?”

Xu Dengming replied, “It might not just be because of that.”

In Xu Dengming’s thoughts, Zhang Zhiqun’s grabbing of Lin Yunhui’s wrist was likely the reason the elevator plunged into darkness, but the darkness itself hid another challenge.

Earlier, Xu Dengming had already taken out the old water pipe. 

She could sense the direction of the breath, yet she suppressed the urge to attack, never striking out at the unknown creature.

After all, Xu Dengming hadn’t forgotten the first two rules of the elevator scenario—passengers must not cause harm to others, and they must not damage the elevator itself.

She pondered whether the entity behind the strange breathing could also be a passenger.

When the lights had first gone out, some of the passengers had made sounds, but the creature didn’t attack. 

It merely got closer, pressuring the passengers psychologically.


Xu Dengming’s mind formed a hypothesis: the rules in the scenario might apply to the creature too.

Only when a passenger lost their composure due to extreme fear and actively attacked the creature would they incur punishment from the scenario.

When the elevator finally arrived at the B1 floor and the lights came back on, all the passengers had made it through the crisis in the dark, except for Zhang Zhiqun.

Xu Dengming thought back to the gray-black mist she had seen earlier and suspected that something had gone wrong with Zhang Zhiqun’s state.



 
  Chapter 7: Stepping Out





“Next, we must all remain calm,” said Ji Zizai.

She had always worn a gentle smile on her face, but the moment she realized someone had vanished into the darkness, her expression turned serious.

The elevator stopped on each floor for a limited time. 

After a while, when it failed to detect anyone exiting, the elevator doors began to close automatically. 

Without needing anyone’s urging, Dou Wenju confidently stepped forward and pressed the button for the fifth floor.

Dou Wenju tilted his head slightly, speaking casually, “Once we arrive, I’ll leave. After that, you’ll be on your own.”

Xu Dengming lifted her eyes and glanced at the man with a curious look, asking, “Are you sure your plan is correct?”

Dou Wenju arrogantly nodded, then furrowed his brow. 

For some reason, he wasn’t comfortable being watched by the person calling himself Xu Ming. 

There was something strange in the other’s gaze, as though it carried some hidden meaning. 

Dou Wenju caught sight of his own shadow reflected in Xu Ming’s eyes and felt an awkward, almost unsettling sense of someone taking his posthumous photo.

He turned away, pointing to Lin Yunhui. 

“Actually, her idea shouldn’t be wrong, but it will be difficult to execute,” he continued, “Handing out flyers must be voluntary. Now that we’ve lost someone, can you still collect enough flyers for this floor?”

Xu Dengming thought for a moment and shook her head regretfully.

“Not everyone can gather them.”

Lin Yunhui’s eyes flickered for a brief moment, and she silently lowered her head, lost in thought.

The rest of the passengers remained quiet, and as the silence stretched on, the floor number changed from three to four, then from four to five.

“Ding—”

The elevator reached the fifth floor.

Dou Wenju lightly spun the ring on his finger, then looked back at the others in the elevator before walking out, holding the flyer with an air of confidence.

Xu Dengming leaned against the wall, closing her eyes to alleviate the slight stinging sensation caused by her earlier skill use. 

She opened her “Eye of Observation” once more, watching Dou Wenju leave.

Unnoticed by Dou Wenju, the air around him began to swirl with dark gray mist, which playfully intertwined with him until it became impossible to separate.

Xu Dengming felt that Dou Wenju was much more nervous than he appeared. 

He wasn’t as confident as he seemed.

But even though his doubts lingered, Dou Wenju still impulsively stepped out of the elevator, each step increasing the distance between him and the others.

The thick darkness resembled a giant mouth, quickly swallowing his figure. 

In the next moment, the elevator doors closed abruptly, with a sharp “click,” severing Xu Dengming’s gaze.

Lin Yunhui raised her hand. 

“This time, I’ll press it.”

Ji Zizai made the decision for her. 

“You press the seventh floor.”

Lin Yunhui nodded obediently and pressed the button.

The air grew colder, and an unexplainable chill seemed to permeate the atmosphere, sending a shiver down their spines. 

After Zhang Zhiqun’s disappearance and Dou Wenju’s exit, only four people remained in the elevator.

There was little time left for the passengers to think.

Xu Dengming felt that the space they occupied now resembled more of a morgue than an elevator.

Zhao Yilang, who had been silent until now, cautiously spoke up. 

“I think I have an idea.”

Ji Zizai raised her eyebrows with interest and glanced at him. 

“Go ahead.”

Zhao Yilang stammered, “We… we came here to shop, right? Since we’re shopping, we have to consider the shopping process.” 

He held up the two flyers in his hand. 

“One is for a dessert juice shop, and the other is for a furniture store. Although the furniture store is on the third floor and the dessert shop is on the fifth, we’re likely to spend more time at the furniture store. So, we should go to the fifth floor first to get drinks, so we don’t get thirsty while shopping. I think this idea makes sense.”

Ji Zizai didn’t respond immediately.

In fact, she had thought of the same problem, but she found the reasoning somewhat lacking.

For example, with the two flyers Zhao Yilang had, it was a reasonable idea to buy drinks and take them to the furniture store. 

But on the other hand, it would also make sense to buy drinks after shopping, when you’re tired and need a rest.

Ji Zizai tilted her head. 

“Miss Xu, what do you think?”

Xu Dengming, who had kept the vest in her mind, heard her name called and naturally turned around. 

Instead of answering Ji Zizai’s question, she said, “I’m looking at the button panel.”

The other three followed her gaze. 

The button panel was plain, much like the ones in real-life shopping mall elevators. 

Even the stains on it, which no one had bothered to clean, reminded them of old commercial areas that neglected details.

Zhao Yilang looked confused, not understanding what Xu Dengming’s behavior meant.

Xu Dengming stared at the panel for a while. 

Strands of black hair fell over her eyes, obscuring the shifting light in them.

The elevator’s ascent slowed down.

“Ding—”

The seventh floor arrived.

Outside the doors, there was nothing but an impenetrable darkness.

The terrifying feeling of darkness still hung in the air, but inside the elevator, the group started to feel an abnormal attraction to it.

Rationality began to waver. 

A dangerous thought arose—since they would eventually have to leave the elevator, why not do it now?

Lin Yunhui stared blankly at the doors, her gaze becoming dazed.

At that moment, a hand suddenly landed heavily on her shoulder, pinning her in place.

Ji Zizai’s voice came from behind her, as cold as a bucket of water poured over her head: “Are you leaving now?”

Lin Yunhui shuddered, as though awakened from a trance. 

She looked at the elevator doors, which were now very close, and shook her head repeatedly, retreating instinctively. 

“No, I don’t want to leave…”

“Click.”

As if responding to the passengers’ change of heart, the elevator doors slammed shut with a crisp metallic sound. 

The gust of wind created by the closing doors swept past Lin Yunhui’s nose, carrying with it an eerie coldness.

The elevator fell into silence. 

So far, only Zhao Yilang had not pressed any buttons.

Without anyone urging him, Zhao Yilang stepped forward, nervously saying, “Are we going to…”

Xu Dengming cut him off, “We’re going to the first floor.”

Having already visited B2 and B1, everyone understood why Xu Dengming would suggest pressing the first-floor button. 

But unexpectedly, she quickly added another sentence.

Xu Dengming tilted her head thoughtfully, “If my reasoning is correct, the first floor may be where we need to go.”

The passengers fell into brief silence. Some were surprised, others relieved, and some filled with doubt. 

Finally, Ji Zizai was the first to speak.

Ji Zizai raised her right hand, intrigued. 

“Could you explain your reasoning?”

Xu Dengming gestured for Zhao Yilang to press the button for the first floor before she began to explain.

“The Jin Cai Mall has only four floors. When we came in, we were on the first floor. But when we entered the instance, we all appeared on the B2 level.” 

She paused and pulled out a flyer from her pocket. 

“At first, I thought my role in this instance was that of someone just arriving at the mall, ready to visit all the floors. But after checking my belongings, I had a different idea.”

Ji Zizai seemed to be pondering something. 

“You mean…?”

Xu Dengming continued, “Where did I get this flyer from? Maybe it was handed to me on the street, or perhaps inside the mall. Many shops like to have employees distribute flyers outside their stores.”

Ji Zizai nodded. 

“You make a good point.”

She was used to the absurdity of the dungeon but had forgotten to search for any logical reasoning within it. 

Someone like “Xu Ming,” who still clung to the thinking of the normal world, was more likely to discover the key to the problem.

Xu Dengming said, “So, I made an assumption. The passengers in the elevator may not be planning to wander around the mall but are already intending to leave.”

Zhao Yilang, who had been quietly listening, couldn’t help but question, “If they’re leaving, why don’t we just go to B2 to drive away, instead of going to the first floor?”

Xu Dengming smiled. 

“Because we haven’t found the car keys on us,” she continued. 

“Have you noticed that no matter which floor we press, the elevator will stop directly at that floor without any pause?”

Ji Zizai immediately understood what Xu Dengming meant. 

“You’re saying that, besides us, there are no other customers left in the mall?”

Xu Dengming nodded. 

“That’s my guess. The mall is about to close, and we are the last batch of customers leaving. But when we were heading to B2, something unexpected happened.” 

She added, “B2 is the parking lot, but none of the passengers have anything like car keys. So, theoretically, where did the car keys that should be with the passengers go?”

Ji Zizai pondered. 

“Maybe they were accidentally lost in the mall while shopping?”

Xu Dengming shook her head. 

“I remember large malls should have a lost and found or service desk.” 

She pointed to the stain beside the floor. 

“The information sections on the first and eighth floors are missing a chunk. Considering the purpose of this dungeon, the missing content is likely the key to clearing it.”

“If the lost and found exists, it must be on the eighth or first floor. For convenience, the lost and found is usually set up in places where customers are more likely to encounter it. So, I’m guessing we need to go to the first floor.”

At this point, Xu Dengming leaned against the elevator wall, watching the floor indicator slowly change. 

She smiled faintly. 

“This is just an assumption, and I’m not fully confident. Would you like to gamble with me?”

The herd mentality is a strange emotion.

If Zhao Yilang had been alone, even though he understood Xu Dengming’s line of thought, he would never have dared to step out of the elevator until the very last moment. 

But seeing Xu Dengming and Ji Zizai step out and disappear into the darkness outside the elevator, he began to waver.

He glanced at Lin Yunhui, who seemed a bit lost and confused.

He gritted his teeth, suppressing the fear in his heart, and stepped out of the elevator with determination.

After Zhao Yilang, Lin Yunhui also slowly stepped out of the elevator.

From inside the elevator, it was completely dark outside. 

But as they stepped through the doors, the passengers realized that although the light was still too dim, they could just barely make out their surroundings.

Click.

After Lin Yunhui left, the sound of the elevator door closing echoed behind them. 

At the moment they heard that sound, an inexplicable thought flashed through their minds—there was no turning back for them now.

The elevator doors would not open again. 

From here on out, they would either successfully leave or remain trapped forever.

Xu Dengming felt something indescribable. 

It was as though she had wandered into a mall outside of business hours, and an inexplicable tension filled the air.

The surroundings were pitch dark, and although she could see the counters on either side, she found that she couldn’t discern the strange, wriggling “products” within them.

The entire floor was eerily silent.

Xu Dengming originally planned to use her skills to further inspect the surroundings, but just as she was about to activate them, a sudden, sharp, and dangerous intuition stopped her in her tracks. 

The plan was instantly abandoned.

Her heart began to race. 

It felt as if the “products” in the counters had sensed the presence of living beings, and they crowded together in a dense mass.

In certain areas, not being able to see clearly was a form of protection.

After about five minutes, Ji Zizai, who was walking beside Xu Dengming, whispered, “Pay attention to what’s ahead.”

As Ji Zizai spoke, Xu Dengming also spotted their destination.

Ahead, there was something resembling a service desk, where, for the first time, a figure other than the passengers appeared.

Standing behind the service desk was a person dressed in a uniform, all of them wearing smiles, their faces framed by long, dark eyelashes and strikingly large eyes. 

Their skin was smooth and clean, with not a single wrinkle on their bodies. 

There were no pores, no sweat, and no body heat—these were all plastic mannequins that should have been displayed in a showcase.

The mannequins had no joints. 

They could never sit or rest and could only remain in their positions at the counter.

Perhaps they heard the footsteps, as one mannequin stiffly turned its body. 

Its unblinking eyes locked onto the approaching passengers.

The mannequins’ features and expressions were so lifelike, it almost felt as though the plastic shells were concealing the flesh and blood of living humans.


Xu Dengming paused for a moment before calmly walking forward and standing before the service desk.

The plastic mannequin stiffly bowed towards them. 

Because it couldn’t bend at the waist, it leaned forward at an odd angle when greeting, making it look as though it might topple over at any moment.

Xu Dengming’s gaze swept across the floor, noticing that the tiles in front of the service desk were stained with varying shades of brown.



 
  Chapter 8: Aftermath





“Welcome! This is the [——] Mall’s General Service Desk. How may I assist you today?”

As the name of the mall was spoken, the mannequin’s voice shifted into a garbled, static-like noise, reminiscent of a bad signal, causing a sharp, slight pain at the temples.

Lin Yunhui cautiously stepped forward, his voice trembling with fear: “C-Can you really help us?”

The mannequins turned their faces toward Lin Yunhui, their stiff smiles frozen on their faces.

Unable to control himself, Lin Yunhui took a step back.

Perhaps the question had triggered the mannequins’ response function, as it spoke again, this time listing the services it could offer:

“The General Service Desk offers mall information, directions, points redemption, and lost-and-found services. How may I assist you today?”

When the mannequin mentioned “lost-and-found,” there was a slight pause, almost as though it was reluctant to disclose the information to the customer.

Zhao Yilang swallowed nervously.

The voice of the mannequin, though smooth and devoid of emotion, somehow carried an oddly tempting undertone in Zhao Yilang’s ears.

A vague thought flickered in his mind. 

Since one of the services offered was “directions,” could he ask the mannequins to point him toward the exit of the mall?

As soon as this thought crossed his mind, Zhao Yilang’s heart raced, and he couldn’t help but blurt out: “C-Can you guide me…”

Before he could finish, he felt someone yank him back roughly.

Ji Zizai’s voice came from behind, cold and sharp: “What were you about to say?”

Zhao Yilang froze. 

He stared at the mannequin in front of him, then at Ji Zizai, a cold sweat breaking out across his back.

For some reason, as soon as he realized he could leave, he had completely forgotten all the analysis he’d heard earlier. 

Only an overwhelming impulse to leave remained, and it wasn’t until Ji Zizai’s voice snapped him back to reality that he realized he had nearly crossed the line into a dangerous situation.

Compared to the other services, “directions” was too tempting. 

Rationality returned to Zhao Yilang’s mind, and he no longer trusted that the mannequins would be so kind. 

It was likely just bait to deceive the participants.

Ji Zizai glanced at the young woman who had introduced herself as “Xu Ming.” 

After hearing Lin Yunhui’s question, Xu Ming’s expression shifted, revealing a subtle understanding.

Ji Zizai glanced at him and reminded him, “Keep calm.”

The plastic mannequin still had a stiff smile on its face. 

It repeated the question it had just asked, “Is there anything I can help you with?”

Xu Dengming said, “We came here because our car keys are missing.” 

She said, “Have you seen them?”

Her tone was calm and her attitude was polite, as if the person standing in front of her was not a strange being, but a normal shopping mall employee.

Hearing her words, the dark eyes of the plastic mannequin seemed to become even colder and deeper.

It looked at Xu Dengming quietly, and after a while, it slowly took out a box of lost items from under the counter.

There were quite a lot of car keys among the lost items, and it was difficult for passengers to tell which one belonged to them. 

Fortunately, the mall had marked all the places where they were found, and it was not difficult for participants to find their own one with the leaflets in their hands.

At the moment when she got the key in his hand, a line of familiar words appeared in Xu Dengming’s field of vision again –

“Game Cleared.”

***

Xu Dengming realized that, based on Dou Wenju’s words, some people must have been aware of the abnormal phenomena in the world, but they hadn’t shared this knowledge with the general public.

The organizations that controlled the secrets likely had a well-established procedure for handling ordinary people who accidentally entered these scenarios.

Tap, tap, tap.

Xu Dengming heard a series of footsteps growing closer.

A group of people, dressed in dark uniforms and walking with the purposeful stride of someone well-trained, approached with clear intent.

The leader took out his phone, confirmed their identities, and then forcefully ushered the survivors into a nearby temporary office.

Inside the temporary office, Xu Dengming slowly sipped her hot water, taking one careful mouthful at a time.

It wasn’t until now that she realized her body felt unusually stiff and cold.

The survivors were initially separated for checks, and by the time those were finished, Xu Dengming hadn’t seen Ji Zizai or the others again.

About ten minutes later, the office door opened, and a young man wearing a white T-shirt walked in, accompanied by a few subordinates.

The young man, his expression somewhat detached, showed Xu Dengming his credentials before beginning the questioning.

The credential read “City Comprehensive Public Security Management Bureau.”

Xu Dengming: “What would you like to know?”

The young man in the white T-shirt replied: “We received a report about an unusual situation at Jin Cai Mall. We need your cooperation for a brief investigation.”

Xu Dengming paused for a moment.

The young man in the white T-shirt was a little surprised by her silence and asked: “Is there something difficult about this?”

Xu Dengming took out a shopping list from her pocket: “Since I’m here, I’d like to ask if Jin Cai Mall will be open today.”

Though the Sunflower Apartment wasn’t far from Jin Cai Mall, Xu Dengming clearly didn’t want to make another trip for shopping.

The staff standing behind the young man in the white T-shirt exchanged a collective look of confusion at her words.

This wasn’t entirely their fault.

Usually, people who had entered the game for the first time and managed to survive tended to be in a state of shock and dazed disbelief. 

It was rare to see someone who, even after escaping, couldn’t forget a shopping list.

Curious, one of the staff leaned forward to see what was so important about the list that it couldn’t even be forgotten after surviving a dungeon.

“Soap, tissue paper, compressed biscuits…”

In Xu Dengming’s perspective, the young man in the white T-shirt seemed surprisingly understanding. 

Although the mall staff had already received notice to leave early, she still asked politely.

She had still contacted the relevant personnel, who helped her complete the items on her shopping list.

After handing the procurement task to his subordinates, the man in the white T-shirt asked Xu Dengming about her experience in the elevator, making sure to go over every detail carefully.

The man in the white T-shirt said slowly, “You say your name is Xu Dengming.” 

He paused, then added, “Who is Xu Ming, then?”

Xu Dengming remained calm. 

“It’s also me.”

The man in the white T-shirt looked at her.

“Xu Ming is a pen name,” Xu Dengming added, before she continued, “To be honest, I’m still an immature creator.”

The man in the white T-shirt raised an eyebrow. 

“Then may I ask, what works have you created?”

“I have no works.”

The man in the white T-shirt blinked, clearly puzzled.

Xu Dengming flashed a sincere smile, her lips curling up. 

“Because I’m immature in a very realistic way.”

There was a moment of silence. 

The man in the white T-shirt tightened his grip on the recorder, and his subordinates behind his all simultaneously wore the stiff, awkward expression of “What did I just see?”

Though he realized Xu Dengming was making up a story, the professional career of an ordinary resident from a suburban area was not the key focus of this case. 

The man in the white T-shirt shifted the topic back to the main matter at hand.

After gathering enough information, he placed a confidentiality contract in front of Xu Dengming.

Xu Dengming glanced at it briefly. 

The contract especially emphasized that any details of the “copy experience” could not be leaked, though the penalties for violation were not detailed. 

It only stated that the management bureau had the right to pursue accountability, leaving plenty of room for imagination.

Perhaps it was the lighting, but Xu Dengming thought the texture of the contract felt strange.

It was less like the usual white paper and more like some kind of leather.

She picked up the contract and pointed to the word “copy” mentioned in it, asking, “I’d like to know, what exactly is a ‘copy’?”

The man in the white T-shirt glanced at her and actually gave an explanation. 

“You can simply think of it as a space with special rules. People who meet certain triggering conditions will be pulled into it, go through certain events, and if they’re lucky, they can leave alive.”

He didn’t mention what happens to those with bad luck, but Xu Dengming could imagine it.

The man in the white T-shirt continued, “Once you sign the contract, you can go home. I’d suggest forgetting everything you’ve experienced today— the more you know, the more likely you are to be captured again.”

Xu Dengming didn’t say more and quickly signed the contract.

The conversation had left her with a strange feeling. 

Although the man in the white T-shirt spoke directly, he had a persuasive aura about him.

Xu Dengming couldn’t shake the thought that perhaps the woman’s aura, along with the confidentiality contract, was something like her own [Eye of Observation], holding power that went beyond the ordinary.

However, the power of the contract wasn’t very strong. 

If Xu Dengming weren’t so weak right now, she might not have noticed it so clearly.

After signing, Xu Dengming didn’t linger in the office. 

She stood up decisively and left. 

As she reached the door, she bumped into Lin Yunhui.

When Lin Yunhui saw Xu Dengming, a look of joy crossed his face. 

“You made it out… you’re here too!”

He had obviously wanted to share his thoughts on surviving the ordeal, but as the words left his mouth, he remembered the confidentiality contract signed at the bureau and quickly adjusted her wording.

Lin Yunhui walked briskly to Xu Dengming, bowed deeply with a serious attitude. 

“Thank you very much,” he said. 

After a pause, he added, “Thank you again. I wasn’t able to help before, but we can meet here now, all thanks to your calmness.”

Xu Dengming shook her head. 

“It wasn’t calmness…” 

She smiled and her tone grew more encouraging. 

“The pressure during the job search season is so great that graduates, when things aren’t going well, can easily put life and death aside.” 

She looked at Lin Yunhui, who clearly hadn’t entered society yet, her expression softening further. 


“In a few years, you’ll feel the same way.”

Lin Yunhui shivered silently.

Their paths home were different. 

After bidding farewell at the bus station, the settlement information from the system appeared in front of Xu Dengming.



 
  Chapter 9: Threads of Fate





[System: Congratulations to the player for clearing the multiplayer game “Find Your Floor”. The rewards for this instance have been automatically added to your inventory.]

[System: Friendly Reminder — Since this game was not officially released by System User 009-000, the player will not receive any subsequent game revenue.]

Xu Dengming leaned back in her seat, crossed her legs, and casually glanced at the newly refreshed notifications. 

She marveled at the system’s efficiency before opening her inventory.

This time, all she received was a colorless crystal stone — no additional items. 

Her current crystal balance was 86 stones, with 50 from the previous game, six from small accumulations over the past few days, and 30 earned from the latest instance.

A single draw from the golden card pool required ten stones. 

Xu Dengming was just thinking that one more game would get her enough for a ten-draw, when another notification popped up:

[System: First ten-draw comes with a 20% discount.]

With the discount, a ten-draw would only cost 80 stones.

Xu Dengming felt the system was deliberately tempting her — and she had evidence. 

Concluding her thoughts, she decisively closed the panel, leaned back in her seat, and rested her eyes.

After all, even if she had enough stones, a public bus was hardly an appropriate place for a lucky draw.

***

Once at her stop, Xu Dengming picked up the items she had bought with the help of a white t-shirt-clad assistant and headed back to Sunflower Apartments. 

Before going home, she made a quick detour to Wang Yanxing’s place to deliver the snacks she had been asked to bring.

Wang Yanxing took the bag with evident joy. 

While most residents of Triangle Banyan City held a negative view of nutrient packs, lowering their standards in times of financial strain, Wang Yanxing belonged to the rare breed who would rather starve than compromise by consuming artificial supplements.

“You’re back pretty late today,” Wang Yanxing remarked casually.

Xu Dengming sighed. 

“I took a little detour on the way to buy things.”

“What kind of detour?” 

Wang Yanxing asked, puzzled.

“A philosophical one,” Xu Dengming replied.

Wang Yanxing took a deep breath. 

Having known Xu Dengming for years, she often felt like her friend was a promising philosophy major who had somehow gone astray.

“By the way,” Wang Yanxing changed the subject, “I saw a message in the group chat. The school is holding another job fair in a couple of days. I’m planning to go. You should think about it too.”

Xu Dengming raised her brows. 

“Didn’t you once say that companies coming to school job fairs are only interested in exploiting students for as little pay as possible, that every interview just reinforces our identity as cheap labor, and that you’d rather let your resume rot in a relief center than attend one?”

Wang Yanxing looked bewildered. 

“I… I don’t remember saying it like that.”

“I simplified it for you,” Xu Dengming said with a slight smile.

“You also added a personal touch,” Wang Yanxing grumbled. 

“My family’s been pressuring me a lot lately. I’m desperate enough to try anything.”

“Fair enough,” Xu Dengming nodded. 

“I’ll go with you. Which company is it?”

“…I forgot to check.”

Xu Dengming chuckled. 

“We can find out when we get there.”

***

Back in Room 403, Xu Dengming put away her purchases, washed her hands thoroughly, and settled on the sofa. 

This time, she reopened her system panel and headed straight for the draw pool.

Without hesitation, she initiated a ten-draw.

Soon, her inventory displayed the results:

[System: Congratulations! You have obtained Skill Enhancement Experience Pack (Basic) × 5.]

[System: Congratulations! You have obtained Healing Agent (Basic) × 3.]

[System: Congratulations! You have obtained Shiny Eye Drops × 1.]

[System: Congratulations! User 009-000 has obtained the permanent skill “Fate’s Box (v.1)”.]

*Note: The skill cannot be activated due to the insufficient level of the prerequisite skill *“Eye of Observation”.]

Xu Dengming analyzed the results. 

It was evident that the most common items were experience packs, followed by healing agents. 

The system seemed to have clear expectations — survive, level up, and keep surviving.

Feeling the subtle pressure from the system, Xu Dengming shifted her focus to the two rarer rewards. 

The Shiny Eye Drops were described as a fatigue-relieving item. 

Her Eye of Observation often caused discomfort when used, and the drops could both extend her usage time and reset the cooldown.

As for Fate’s Box, the restriction was clear. 

Without hesitation, she used the experience packs to level up her Eye of Observation.

One pack raised it to Level 2, two more brought it to Level 3, and a system prompt soon appeared:

[System: The conditions for activating Fate’s Box have been met.]

Xu Dengming finally grasped the connection between the two skills. 

With the enhanced Eye of Observation, her perception of fate had grown stronger. 

Looking at herself, she could now see three faint, mist-like lines extending from her body — the traces of fate.

The past shaped the present, and the present hinted at the future. 

Misfortune and fortune coexisted in all lives.

Curious to test her new abilities, Xu Dengming decided to observe something close at hand. 

She captured a few ants that resided along the walls and floors of Room 403.

Activating Eye of Observation alone wasn’t enough to see the ants’ fates. 

Only by concentrating her attention on them did the lines of fate become visible.

However, the skill had its limits. 

Creatures smaller than ants, as well as inanimate objects like plants and stones, held no discernible fate.

For now, understanding fate — even at the scale of an ant — would be her starting point.

After preliminary experiments and exploration, Xu Dengming had gained a basic understanding of her abilities.

Like humans, ants carried three lines of fate. 

One shone brightly, symbolizing good fortune. 

Another appeared dark and dull, representing misfortune. 

The third line of fate remained faint and elusive, indicating an impending event that would significantly impact its owner.

For example, when Xu Dengming narrowly avoided a speeding car at an intersection, this third line of fate took on a dreadful hue, resembling the depths of the ocean, exuding a chilling aura of impending death.

As for the [Box of Fate], Xu Dengming had upgraded it to Level 2 using an experience pack. 

This skill allowed her to temporarily store fate, but only the third line of fate could be stored. 

Additionally, the storage time was limited to a maximum of fifteen seconds, and she could not store the fate of more than two targets simultaneously.

From her ant experiments, Xu Dengming concluded that for incidents of misfortune — such as an ant being about to be crushed by a falling stone — if she transferred the ant’s fate of death to the [Box of Fate], the stone would shift its trajectory, allowing the ant to survive. 

Once stored, the deadly misfortune would transform into ordinary luck.

However, for predetermined deaths, like the natural end of life, even if Xu Dengming took away the fate of an ant about to die from exhaustion, the moment she returned the fate, the ant’s death would still arrive. 

At most, she could delay the inevitable by fifteen seconds.

She could also choose to manipulate fate in other ways. 

For instance, instead of removing the fate of death, she could take away the “climbing the slope” aspect of the ant’s fate. 

The ant would then die on the spot, no longer progressing forward.

Her control over fate depended on the clarity of her observation, her current environment, and the characteristics of the target.

Xu Dengming mused that her skill would be particularly useful in those dramatic moments in fiction where crucial information is always left unsaid before a character’s death.

Next, she categorized fate based on its resistance to manipulation. 

Natural life processes like birth, aging, illness, and death were highly resistant to change.

However, accidental events were far easier to manipulate.

She could not alter the former, but she could smooth out the latter.

The experiments consumed a significant amount of her time and energy. 

Observing fate brought a stabbing pain to her temples. 

She thought she had merely closed her eyes for a short rest on the sofa, but when she opened them again, the night had already fallen.

The room remained unlit. 

Xu Dengming sat in the darkness.

She reached for her phone and glanced at the screen. 

Its glow illuminated her face. 

Reflexively, she looked toward the kitchen’s glass door and saw her reflection — a ghostly, floating head of light.

It was now 5:15 AM, that awkward hour when neither rising immediately nor returning to sleep felt quite right.

Xu Dengming sat up, stretching her stiff neck. 

Despite a full night’s rest, the fatigue from the previous day lingered.

Using her skill drained considerable energy. 

Right now, she could probably use the [Box of Fate] three times before her thoughts grew sluggish. 

A fourth use would push her into a mental fog, forcing her to endure the crushing weight of exhaustion.

She suspected this limitation was linked to her mental state.

***

Dujun Street, Special Affairs Bureau.

The bureau was one of the oldest buildings in Sanjia Rong City, with a nostalgic architectural style. 

Besides the above-ground structures, it also contained an extensive underground section, reportedly built to withstand acid rain.

A woman in a white T-shirt, now without the “Management Bureau” identification badge, entered the elevator. 

After a fingerprint scan, the elevator descended to the thirteenth basement level.

The doors slid open. 

The woman removed a jade pendant from her neck, its design possessing a fantastical, modernist style. 

Immediately, her facial features shifted as if her skin, bones, and flesh melted and reformed.

Soon, the sharp features of the woman in the white T-shirt disappeared, revealing a face that Xu Dengming found somewhat familiar.

It resembled Ji Zizai from Find Your Floor, though this version of Ji Zizai appeared older and more mature.

A young man in a uniform stood waiting at the elevator doors. 

His expression relaxed slightly upon seeing her, and he bowed slightly.”Minister Ji.”

Ji Zizai nodded. 

“Secretary Fu.”

Fu Shouzhong, once from Core City, had followed Ji Zizai to Sanjia Rong City. 

He now serves in the Secretariat Department.

“Group Leader Zhao hadn’t received your…”


Ji Zizai interrupted, “I just went out of the city. No need for a fuss. I walked back myself.”

Fu Shouzhong’s expression grew disapproving, but he simply said, “But your health… Shall I summon the medical department for a checkup?”

Ji Zizai shook her head. 

“No rush. First, bring me the important reports from this period.”
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Fifteen minutes later.

Ji Zizai sat in a spacious leather chair, her previously worn T-shirt-sourced from who knows where now replaced by the dark uniform of the Special Affairs Bureau. 

The hem of her jacket draped over the edge of the chair, making her appear as if she were seated within a solidified ink cloud.

The cold glow of the computer screen reflected on Ji Zizai’s face. 

If anyone from the medical department were present, they would likely conclude that Director Ji had been suffering from severe anemia lately.

Fu Shouzhong was dutifully reporting to his superior: “You have a private communication from the Core City. The related video file has been sent with the email-please check it promptly. The priority of Sanjiaorong City in the safety inspection department’s rotation has increased.” 

“The higher-level city hopes to transfer a batch of well-trained investigators from our city to assist in residential area maintenance. According to investigations, the frequency of dungeon appearances this year is higher than in previous years, rendering the existing emergency plans inadequate.” 

“They need to be updated promptly. The Inner City Arbitration Office has filed multiple complaints involving the Special Affairs Bureau and has protested our work…”

Ji Zizai pinched the bridge of her nose.

Her gesture interrupted Fu Shouzhong’s subsequent words.

Fu Shouzhong’s brows furrowed imperceptibly. “You don’t seem to be in a normal state.”

Ji Zizai: “It’s fine.” 

Then she added, “Reply that Sanjiaorong City is short on personnel, but we already have an expansion plan in place. For the emergency plans, you and He Wen work on them with the investigation department. As for the Arbitration Office, ignore them for now.”

The phrase “ignore them” made Fu Shouzhong’s eyebrow twitch.

The major families of the Inner City were the true rulers of the city. 

If Ji Zizai hadn’t been born in the Core City and didn’t possess unique value herself, it would have been difficult for her to be so assertive.

Fu Shouzhong: “There’s also the dungeon situation you requested to investigate today-the [Suppressors] installed around Jin Cai Mall have lost their effectiveness and can no longer reduce the probability of dungeon appearances.” 

“It’s recommended to equip them with energy immediately. Dou Wenju has been confirmed not to have left the dungeon. Jin Cai Mall remains under lockdown, and the dispatched team is still searching to see if they can find his body.”

Ji Zizai twirled her pen and suddenly spoke up: “Has the Dou family reacted at all?”

Fu Shouzhong: “No. Dou Wenju’s uncle had an incident a month ago, and since then, he’s become a marginal figure in the family-not an important person. The Dou family will probably take a couple of days to demand an explanation from us regarding this accident.”

This wasn’t to say that the Inner City didn’t want to seize the opportunity to pressure Ji Zizai. 

It was mainly because Dou Wenju was now too insignificant. 

As long as the Special Affairs Bureau didn’t expedite the notification, the Dou family might not immediately notice his death.

Ji Zizai nodded.

-Without the protection of his elders, Dou Wenju’s status in the family depended entirely on himself.

However, in Ji Zizai’s eyes, this young man was clearly not very bright. 

After all, Ji Zizai’s appearance at the time might have been too edgy for anyone to associate her with the mature Director Ji of the Special Affairs Bureau, but the name she used was her real one.

Ji Zizai: “Since the Dou family hasn’t reacted yet, Dou Wenju probably didn’t have a [Life Caller] on him.”

The [Life Caller] was a device used to confirm the survival status of its carrier when they were trapped in special zones. 

Due to its high cost and lack of significant combat utility, it was considered a luxury item.

Fu Shouzhong: “No. There was an old model, but after his uncle’s death, it was taken back by the family.”

Ji Zizai smiled and said, “It’s been a while since I last visited the inner city. It still has that warm, human touch.”

…

The Great Calamity had a profound impact on society, especially on the weather. 

Sometimes, the temperature could fluctuate drastically within a single day. 

When Xu Dengming left home this morning, she was wearing a thick coat, but by the time she arrived on campus, she had switched to a long-sleeved T-shirt.

Xu Dengming, with her hands in her pockets, scanned the representative students around her: one frantically scratching his head while cramming for an exam, another walking unsteadily with a dazed look, muttering to himself, and yet another trying to fish in the artificial lake while tears streamed down his face in the wind. 

She sighed, “It’s been a while since I was last here, but the school still embraces diversity and is committed to nurturing a wide range of talents, just as it always has.”

Wang Yanxing: “…”

Actually, their university was considered quite good in the outer city. 

It was initially established specifically for young people from the inner city who, for various reasons, needed to study in the outer city. 

Only in recent years had the admission requirements gradually relaxed.

There weren’t many students on the campus paths since the construction of the new campus, E University had gradually been relocating its faculty and students to the new site. 

The old campus, located in the old city district, was now mostly populated by soon-to-be graduates, busy with their theses and job hunting.

Xu Dengming could understand. 

After all, it was only 10 a.m., and for many seniors, the sun at 10a.m. wasn’t enough to rouse them from their beds.

Wang Yanxing said, “The job fair is in Building 3, which is quite far.”

Building 3 was located near the south gate, a rather remote spot that had been under long-term maintenance.

 Even students from the university rarely went there.

Fortunately, a banner reading “Nest Company Job Fair” was hung outside, ensuring that job-seeking students wouldn’t miss it.

When Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing entered the lecture hall on the first floor, it was almost time for the scheduled presentation to begin. 

However, the number of people in the room was far fewer than expected, giving rise to the bleak thought, “Could it be that I’m the only one struggling to find a job?”

Wang Yanxing leaned over and whispered to Xu Dengming, 

“It seems like not many people showed up. Either the company isn’t great, or the salary doesn’t meet expectations.”

Xu Dengming wholeheartedly agreed.

The two of them sat in the back row and initially listened patiently. 

However, the host’s speech was so sleep-inducing, filled with exaggerated introductions of the company and optimistic forecasts of its future, that it was easy to tune out without missing anything important. 

Before long, Wang Yanxing’s head began to nod, clearly on the verge of falling asleep.

Xu Dengming yawned in response.

The students’ lack of enthusiasm didn’t seem to faze the host, who continued to passionately express his love for the company as if it were the most natural thing in the world:

“…Nest Company will spare no effort in cultivating and selecting the highest quality products…”

The host’s voice gradually turned into a meaningless hum, like the static of a malfunctioning TV screen. 

In her drowsiness, Xu Dengming took one last glance at the stage. 

The figure on the high platform appeared unusually blurry and distorted. 

She slowly laid her head on the table, following her classmate’s lead, and soon fell into a deep sleep.

“Clap, clap, clap.”

When Xu Dengming woke up, the first thing she heard was a series of crisp clapping sounds.

The original host from Nest Corporation had quietly exited the stage at some point, and now a young teacher stood at the podium.

She smiled warmly at the students below, her eyes revealing a hint of longing. 

Her bright red lips curved into a grin, exposing a row of snow-white teeth. “Next, Nest Corporation will take you to the campus for an on-site visit. Please line up in an orderly manner and board the bus outside.”

Xu Dengming rubbed her forehead.

Although she was awake, she still felt drowsy, and her vision remained blurry.

The surrounding light inexplicably dimmed, and the people around her stood up one by one, silently following each other out the door like a string of elongated shadows drifting through the air.

Wang Yanxing, sitting beside her, nudged Xu Dengming and asked, “Coming?”

Her voice sounded muffled, as if it were coming from afar through water.

In response to her classmate’s suggestion, Xu Dengming, like any college student accustomed to staying up late, nodded blankly, casting her vote of approval.

She stood up and seamlessly merged into the surrounding crowd. 

The bus was parked right outside, and the students filed in orderly, each finding a seat that suited them.

Not long after boarding, Xu Dengming noticed a striking similarity between Nest Corporation’s bus and their lecture: both were exceptionally conducive to sleep.

The bus swayed slightly, and perhaps due to her drowsy vision, Xu Dengming felt as though she were sitting inside the belly of some creature.

Delicate black veins seemed to drift slowly within the cavity.

The feeling of exhaustion grew stronger, and the students gradually lowered their heads as the bus swayed.

 Xu Dengming tilted her head and resumed the nap that had been interrupted earlier by the young teacher.

After an unknown amount of time, Xu Dengming finally opened her eyes.

The bus had come to a stop, and the surroundings were unfamiliar and quiet. 

It took her a moment to recall why she was here.

At this moment, the driver’s seat was empty, but each passenger’s seat now had a paper bag bearing the Nest Corporation logo.

The bag was bulging, its surface covered in fine patterns that reminded Xu Dengming of a fish belly stuffed with seeds.

By the time she woke up, the bus was mostly empty. 

The walls seemed to have been freshly painted, with clumps of oddly colored paint that made the place feel unwelcoming.

Xu Dengming stretched her stiff neck and woke up Wang Yanxing beside her.

Wang Yanxing blinked groggily. “… How did I fall asleep?”

Xu Dengming replied, “Maybe it’s because we’re back in school-classrooms always reawaken a student’s desire for sleep.” 

They were among the last to wake up on the bus. 

Shortly after they regained consciousness, a cold voice came through the speakers: 

“Attention, attention. The bus has arrived at the Nest campus. Please disembark in an orderly manner and follow the instructions to enter.” 

“The campus is equipped with comprehensive living facilities. To ensure your experience, the campus will arrange for you to stay here for a period of time, allowing you to personally experience Nest Corporation’s corporate culture.”

The broadcast was interspersed with crackling static, coming and going, causing a sharp pain in their eardrums.

Wang Yanxing frowned. “We’re actually staying overnight this time? What about our luggage…”

Perhaps anticipating the students’ questions, the broadcast quickly addressed related concerns, quelling their unease and doubts-

“The company will provide dormitories for everyone and issue temporary employee cards. Each card has been preloaded with 500 consumption points, which can be used for meals and purchasing daily necessities.”

At this point, the static in the broadcast grew louder again:

“Ti-time is limited. Students must complete their settling-in before da—dark, dark—”

Amidst the stuttering, a sharp laughter could faintly be heard, and with a final “snap” of the power cutting off, all sounds abruptly ceased, leaving the carriage in silence.

Wang Yanxing felt a sense of urgency rising within her. 

Her intuition told her it would be best to follow the broadcast’s instructions.

To survive within the campus, the temporary employee card was essential. 

Xu Dengming glanced around and reached for a paper bag that had somehow been placed beside her.

The surface of the bag was cold and slippery to the touch, reminiscent of a dead fish’s belly.

As she bent over, Xu Dengming felt a wave of dizziness, and her vision grew even more blurred.

…”Survive”? 

This was supposed to be a simple cultural experience. 

Why had she thought of “surviving”?

Xu Dengming felt as though her thoughts were experiencing signal interference, with meaningless illusions rising and receding like tides.

She tried her best to ignore the discomfort in her body and quickly rummaged through the bag, finding a card labeled “Temporary Employee ID.”


As soon as the card was pulled out, the once plump and full bag suddenly became deflated, like an animal hide left out for too long.

The card actually bore Xu Dengming’s name and basic information, with a row of numbers at the bottom.

The numbers were slightly raised, and in terms of craftsmanship, they resembled those on a bank card.
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With the help of their classmates, Wang Yanxing quickly found her own card.

Xu Dengming lowered her head to examine the object in her hand.

The card was white with a hint of blue, and its texture was quite unusual, giving her an inexplicable feeling that it was fragile.

Wang Yanxing clearly shared the same sentiment: “Did they cut corners when making this card… I’m afraid I might crush it if I grip it too hard.”

Although no one had explicitly told the visiting students not to shout, they all instinctively lowered their voices.

As the other passengers on the bus woke up, they too began searching for their cards one after another, then got up and left the bus.

The faint sounds of their movements drifted through the air, like a cloud of dust kicked up from the road.

The temperature inside the bus gradually dropped as the crowd dispersed, as if it had turned into an aquarium that had just been emptied, with damp, cool seaweed clinging to the walls.

Xu Dengming tugged at Wang Yanxing’s arm, signaling her to hurry and get off the bus.

The moment they stepped out of the bus, a strong, distinct earthy smell hit them, clinging tightly to their noses and mouths, relentlessly seeping into their lungs.

Wang Yanxing couldn’t help but frown.

All around them, as far as the eye could see, there were dense clusters of trees. 

The branches and leaves extending from the trunks were so thick and intertwined that they resembled hard spider webs, completely blocking their view.

As someone born after the Great Catastrophe, Wang Yanxing instinctively equated nature with danger.

The paths of the park were hidden among the trees, with signs at the intersections to guide those who might lose their sense of direction in such an environment.

The scenery before them was uncommon in the outer districts the Great Catastrophe had caused massive damage to the surface vegetation, drastically reducing the variety of ornamental plants that could be cultivated. 

Moreover, these plants often underwent mutations during growth that were far from aesthetically pleasing to humans.

Xu Dengming had never been outside the city, but she had seen photos of the outer regions on the school’s intranet. 

The plants out there seemed to grow wildly, as if they were taking advantage of the lack of attention to sprout freely.

As for the inner city, although the variety and number of plants were limited, their appearance was relatively normal. 

The further one went from populated areas, the more likely one was to encounter strange, twisted trees and weeds that were difficult to clear.

Like the outskirts of the city.

In comparison, the greenery in Nest Park was excessive, surpassing a certain threshold to the point where it no longer felt beautiful.

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing walked side by side along the shaded path of the park, neither of them speaking.

At some point, a faint sense of familiar unease began to spread in Xu Dengming’s heart.

Though subtle, it was like a grain of sand stuck in her flesh, always producing a sharp sting whenever she tried to ignore it. 

Yet, no matter how hard she tried to recall, she couldn’t remember the source of this unease.

She began to suspect that her memory was failing her.

Xu Dengming reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose.

Wang Yanxing stopped walking: “Are you feeling unwell?”

Xu Dengming frowned: “Maybe I slept too long on the way here. I’ve been feeling dizzy since we got off the bus.”

Wang Yanxing’s voice was filled with concern: “Then let’s just buy some daily necessities and head straight back to the accommodation area. You can rest properly there. After all, it’s only the first day, and no one has assigned us any extra tasks yet.”

She spoke with a natural demeanor, clearly having accepted the idea of settling down in the Nest Park.

The two reached a fork in the road. 

Knowing her companion wasn’t feeling well, Wang Yanxing bent down to study the nearby signpost and quickly found the information she needed. 

The sign on the left side of the fork clearly read, “Life Supermarket, 300 meters ahead, then turn right.”

Xu Dengming’s gaze followed her companion’s, scanning the old signpost covered in a layer of dust. 

It swayed unsteadily in the wind. 

Wang Yanxing reached out to steady it, then let out a soft “Huh?” as she wiped the surface of the sign. 

“There’s something else written below.”

Xu Dengming bent down as well. “I can’t see it clearly from here. The text on the sign is pretty blurry.”

She was right. 

The words at the bottom of the sign were small and written in a faint light blue, requiring one to get close to read them. 

The message read: “Please note, the Life Supermarket’s operating hours are from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily. If there are no lights inside the supermarket, do not enter. Return to the intersection and wait for ten minutes before attempting to go again.”

Wang Yanxing frowned. “Who left this note? It’s so strange.”

After speaking, she turned to look at Xu Dengming, only to find her companion rubbing her temples again.

Throughout this job-seeking process, Xu Dengming’s condition had noticeably worsened. 

She often closed her eyes to self-regulate.

Xu Dengming realized that as she read the note on the signpost, the sense of unease that had been gradually fading in her heart grew stronger once more.

It was as if a voice was shouting in her ear, urging her to remember something she had forgotten.

…What exactly could she have forgotten? 

The deadline for her graduation thesis?

Xu Dengming quickly ran through her busy university life in her mind, momentarily suspecting that what she had forgotten might be her passion for learning…

Seeing her companion unresponsive, Wang Yanxing called out again, “What’s wrong?”

Xu Dengming opened her eyes and refocused on the task at hand and said. 

“It’s almost four o’clock now, and we’ll need some time to get things sorted later. Let’s go to the Life Supermarket first and get the daily necessities.”

Wang Yanxing had no objections.

Not long after the two left, a group of young people who looked like college students arrived at the intersection.

They were yawning, their eyes carrying a subtle, long-dormant dullness, and each held a temporary work pass for Nest Park.

One of the students lowered his head, his black eyes stiffly shifting in their sockets as he let out a muffled sound from his throat.

 “The signpost… why is it knocked over?”

He slowly bent down and picked up the wooden sign.

Another student leaned over to look. “There’s a line of red text at the bottom: ‘If there are no lights inside the Life Supermarket, you may enter.’ What does that mean?”

The first student muttered, “It just means you can go in during operating hours.”

He murmured to himself, “It’s getting late. We need to hurry.”

Their gaze couldn’t penetrate the dense trees to see the two who had left earlier. 

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing had already arrived at the supermarket entrance.

The Nest Company Life Supermarket wasn’t particularly large.

The exterior walls were made of frosted glass. 

As Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing turned the corner, they saw the white light indicating the store was open shining through from inside.

Seeing this, Wang Yanxing couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief: “Thank goodness.”

At the same time, she felt both fear and reassurance, though she couldn’t quite understand why she felt reassured.

Xu Dengming, on the other hand, looked up and peered into the supermarket.

Due to the frosted glass, Xu Dengming could only make out the vague outlines of the shelves from outside. 

Perhaps because she had been staring for too long, a faint, blurry gray mist suddenly flashed across her vision.

Xu Dengming rubbed her eyes. 

She should have suspected that her prolonged exposure to screens had finally taken a toll on her eyesight, but when she saw that mist, she felt an inexplicable sense of relief.

-As if she was naturally meant to see such abnormal sights.

Wang Yanxing didn’t notice the emotional shift in her companion. 

She remembered the time-related warning from the broadcast and hurriedly moved forward.

The door of the supermarket wasn’t automatic; it had to be pushed open manually. 

As it swung open, a stark white light immediately flooded out from inside.

Detecting a customer’s entry, a cold, mechanical voice echoed through the supermarket:

“Welcome “

Xu Dengming instinctively glanced toward the cashier’s counter.

…But there was nothing behind it.

Could this old-fashioned supermarket actually be using a self-checkout system?

Xu Dengming pondered for a moment and thought it wasn’t entirely impossible. 

After all, this was an internal company store. 

The people shopping here were either employees or aspiring to become employees. 

Even without supervision, shoppers probably wouldn’t risk their jobs over trivial gains.

Wang Yanxing, with her hands in her pockets, had already started browsing the shelves.

“Standard living essentials pack, priced at 100 currency points. Standard food and water pack, valued at 20 currency points.”

Wang Yanxing quickly found what she needed. 

After reading the information on the packaging, she confirmed that the living essentials pack included bedding, spare clothes, and other necessities for accommodation, even including tools like a hoe for maintenance.

She waved to Xu Dengming: “Shall we each buy one to take back?”

Xu Dengming’s eyes swept over the shelves, and she nodded: “Sure.”

The shelves were stacked with various plain-looking boxes, densely packed together like moth eggs, most of them labeled as nutritional supplements.

Xu Dengming carefully scanned the area but couldn’t find a single item for entertainment.

…She thought, Nestle Company really went all out to ensure employees focused on their work.

Wang Yanxing also noticed the nutritional supplements and turned away unhappily-she was a staunch advocate of natural foods.

Although the nutritional supplements were only 5 currency points per box, Wang Yanxing didn’t hesitate to choose the more expensive regular food.

The temporary employee card only had 500 currency points, so neither of them picked many items. 

After grabbing the essentials, they headed straight to the checkout counter.

There was a barcode scanner at the checkout. 

Xu Dengming placed the items and the temporary employee card in their designated spots, and the same mechanical voice from the broadcast sounded again—

“Tick-tock, transaction successful.”

Upon hearing this, the blurriness in Xu Dengming’s vision intensified.

Everything around her seemed surreal and hazy, even the things she could clearly touch felt distorted and unreal.

Xu Dengming steadied herself against the counter, standing still for just two seconds before the discomfort she had felt earlier vanished without a trace, as if receding with the tide. 

Wang Yanxing, standing beside her, hadn’t noticed anything amiss the entire time. 

Wang Yanxing, holding the items they had just purchased, turned to her companion with a bright smile. “Shall we head back? But since there’s no one in the supermarket, who should we ask about the location of the accommodation area?”

For those unfamiliar with the layout of the complex, it was easy to waste too much time navigating.

Xu Dengming thought for a moment and said

“I remember there’s a fork in the road in front of the supermarket. Let’s check the sign there first.” 

The sign in front of the supermarket didn’t disappoint. 

It clearly indicated the direction to the accommodation area for shoppers.

The dormitories for male and female employees were, of course, separate. 

The sign they saw read, “Temporary Employee Accommodation Area (Female).”

The surrounding tree canopies were lush, almost like green clouds, giving the impression of blocking out the sky. 

The branching paths, like veins, disappeared into the dense forest, making it impossible to see where they led.

Given the scale of the Nest Factory, there must have been many employees moving around the complex. 

However, the overly dense vegetation made it impossible for them to notice anyone else.

Wang Yanxing rubbed her arms. “There are so many trees here.”

Xu Dengming replied, “I’m starting to suspect that Nest Company came to our school for the recruitment presentation because they thought we shared the same philosophy when it comes to loving plants.”

Of course, the E University campus wasn’t so much focused on greenery as it was lacking in environmental maintenance, providing a crucial survival space for many plants that should have long been phased out in human society.

Time ticked by, and the sky began to darken. 


Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing, carrying their daily necessities, walked toward the accommodation area. 

In just a turn, their figures were completely obscured by the trees.

Xu Dengming didn’t see it, but after she left, the supermarket, which had still been faintly lit, seemed to be drenched in ink, instantly turning pitch black.

Five minutes later, the group of university students who had passed the same fork in the road earlier stood in perfect formation in front of the now-darkened supermarket.
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The sky within the industrial park grew increasingly overcast and dark.

In less than half an hour, the last glimmer of light on the horizon had completely sunk below the earth.

Before the sky turned completely dark, Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing had already found their accommodation for the night. 

The dormitory building arranged by Nest Corporation for temporary employees looked brand new from the outside. 

It was five stories high, with clean and bright exterior walls, exuding a simple, modern style.

The internal structure of the building was quite similar to the dormitories at E University, and there was even a dormitory management office on the first floor. 

However, the curtains of the management office were tightly drawn, making it impossible to see inside from the outside.

A piece of paper was posted outside the dormitory management office, with light blue handwriting that read, “Newly arrived temporary employees can obtain accommodation information by clocking in.”

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing went over to clock in, and two keys labeled with dormitory numbers were successively dispensed from the machine.

Their assigned room was B-307.

Xu Dengming picked up the key and prepared to head to the third floor. 

She had just taken two steps when she paused, turned back, and stared at the notice posted outside the dormitory management office. 

After a moment, she said, “Don’t you think this piece of paper seems unusually thick?”

Wang Yanxing hadn’t paid much attention to it before, but after being reminded, she also noticed that the notice outside the dormitory management office wasn’t just a single sheet but rather multiple layers of paper stacked together.

The two exchanged a glance, and Wang Yanxing nodded, taking a couple of steps back to keep watch-though, given the sparse foot traffic in the accommodation area, she felt it wasn’t entirely necessary. 

Xu Dengming, still standing in front of the dormitory management office, used her key as a tool and carefully peeled off the topmost notice.

Xu Dengming’s movements were slow and deliberate. 

She felt a strange sensation at the tip of the key, as if she were scraping against something more akin to the skin of a living creature than paper.

When the top layer of the notice was peeled off, the layers beneath trembled slightly, and Xu Dengming even worried that blood might seep out from the torn edges.

Xu Dengming lowered her gaze. 

Ever since entering the Nest Corporation industrial park, she had started to feel that something was off with her mind.

Beneath the first notice was another one, written in red characters, announcing an adjustment to the accommodation arrangements: 

“Due to changing circumstances, dormitory rooms in this building have been changed from four-person to two-person occupancy.”

The layer below that was yet another red notice: “Due to changing circumstances, dormitory rooms in this building have been changed from six-person to four-person occupancy.”

Xu Dengming leaned in closer, carefully examining the notices, but she couldn’t discern any difference in the age or condition of the paper. 

She thought that something must have happened in a short period of time, leading to consecutive adjustments in the number of occupants in the dormitory rooms.

After figuring out the situation with the notices, Xu Dengming dampened the torn paper with water and reattached it to the stack. 

Once they had finished their brief exploration of the new environment, the two headed straight to the third floor.

While the dormitory building appeared quite deserted from the outside, it was actually home to a significant number of temporary employees. 

The building was rectangular in shape, with each floor offering ample space. 

The layout resembled a honeycomb, with at least forty independent small rooms on each floor.

The first and second floors had a slightly lower occupancy density, but by the third floor, the number of people increased significantly.

On their way to room B-307, Xu Dengming passed by room B-302. 

The door to this room was open, and two girls were sitting by their beds, discussing the current job market situation.

They spoke slowly, their voices slightly muffled, as if they hadn’t fully awakened from their slumber.

Xu Dengming glanced inside upon hearing the voices, and one of the girls happened to turn her head to look toward the door. 

Their gazes briefly intersected before each looked away in different directions.

Wang Yanxing arrived at the door of B-307, unlocked it with a key, and Xu Dengming followed her inside.

After setting down their belongings, the two of them, with practiced ease, immediately opened the windows and doors to let the air circulate.

Xu Dengming rested her arm on the windowsill and gazed into the distance. 

The wind blew in from outside in gusts, yet she still felt a tightness in her chest.

An intangible stickiness lingered in the air, making each breath require more effort than usual.

Wang Yanxing clearly felt something similar. 

She tore open a food and water pack, took out a bottle of water, and gulped down several large mouthfuls.

The earthy smell carried in by the wind made Xu Dengming frown slightly. 

She walked into the bathroom and bent her head under the faucet, letting the water run over her for a while.

Coldness always brings clarity.

The light in the bathroom hung overhead, glaringly white and harsh, casting Xu Dengming’s face in a pallid hue.

Xu Dengming turned off the faucet and stared at the person in the mirror.

The reflection’s hair was wet, water droplets trickling down the strands, and her eyes met Xu Dengming’s with a cold indifference.

…Perhaps it was inevitable to be a little biased against oneself, Xu Dengming thought. 

She always felt she could detect a hint of mockery in the eyes of the person in the mirror.

Xu Dengming wiped the water off her face and casually opened the cabinet door beneath the sink.

But there was nothing inside.

Xu Dengming bent down and peered inside for a while, then deeply felt that the issues in her mind were trending toward something more serious.

…For no reason at all, why had she opened the bathroom cabinet door?

By the time Xu Dengming walked out of the bathroom, Wang Yanxing had already made the bed.

The bedding had been taken out of the living supplies pack, and the sheets were snow-white, looking spotlessly clean.

Wang Yanxing looked out the window and murmured, “The sky outside…”

Human residential areas always had lights, but in the Nest Park, there was only an undulating darkness.

Xu Dengming said, “Maybe there are too many trees blocking the streetlights.”

“Thud!”

Their conversation was abruptly interrupted-Xu Dengming heard a sickening, muffled sound.

The noise was different from the usual sound of something hitting the ground. 

It was as if something containing moisture had been slammed heavily onto the hard pavement.

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing locked eyes, both noticing the paleness in each other’s faces.

Drawn by an indescribable intuition, Xu Dengming walked step by step to the window. 

She looked down and momentarily held her breath.

The light from the first-floor lobby shone through the window, illuminating a small patch of space in front of the building, allowing Xu Dengming to clearly see what had fallen to the ground.

It was a fresh human body.

Blood and fragments of flesh were splattered everywhere, and a thick, crimson pool of blood gurgled as it flowed. 

The body’s owner lay there silently, lifeless eyes staring straight at the sky.

Xu Dengming had seen the person on the ground before. 

When she first arrived at the dormitory area, she had exchanged a glance with them.

Wang Yanxing jumped down from the bed, rushed to the window in a few steps, then took two steps back and covered her mouth tightly with her hand.

Xu Dengming heard the continuous sound of windows closing people from other dorm rooms, drawn by the noise, had also witnessed the scene before them and reacted accordingly.

As if closing the windows could keep misfortune at bay.

Xu Dengming also reached out and closed the window of B-307.

With the outside noise blocked, the dorm room fell into complete silence, and no sounds could be heard around them.

But Xu Dengming would have preferred a noisier environment. 

Even if someone were shouting nearby, it wouldn’t have bothered her. 

It would have given her a sense of reassurance that she was still living in a normal world.

Wang Yanxing’s face, which had been pale, now turned almost green. 

Her lips twitched twice before she finally spoke in a low voice, “What on earth is going on?”

Xu Dengming: “…”

She couldn’t provide a precise answer.

Xu Dengming checked the time and confirmed that there were still five minutes until five o’clock. 

Then she said to her roommate, “Wait a moment, I’ll go downstairs to take a look.”

Although she knew Xu Dengming was brave, her actions still often took Wang Yanxing by surprise. 

She clenched her teeth and said, “I’ll go with you.”

To save time, the two of them jogged out the door. 

Their footsteps echoed in the empty hallway, but no one peeked out to see what was happening. 

The closed doors seemed to have turned into sealed coffin lids.

The first floor looked exactly the same as when they had first arrived. 

The cold, pale light illuminated everything, allowing them to see their surroundings clearly.

Xu Dengming didn’t step out into the lobby. 

She stood by the first-floor window, silently staring outside.

From the moment they left the room to the time they reached the first floor, only a minute had passed. 

Yet, within that minute, the girl’s body had disappeared without a sound.

Along with it, the bloodstains and fragments of flesh on the ground were also gone.

Xu Dengming felt a throbbing in her temples.

Wang Yanxing: “Just now, it was clearly…” She stopped mid-sentence, her voice filled with uncertainty. 

“Are we hallucinating?”

Xu Dengming shook her head. “It’s not a hallucination.” 

She pointed to the grass nearby and said, “Look at the blades of grass.”

Although it was already winter, the lawn still retained a vibrant green color. 

The tips of the grass, as fine as strands of hair, now bore a faint red spot that was easy to overlook.

Wang Yanxing: “…So there really was a body, but it’s been taken away now?”

Xu Dengming lowered her gaze. “Perhaps.”

What she wasn’t sure about wasn’t whether the body had existed, but how it had disappeared.

The first floor was empty, and the surroundings were eerily quiet. 

Although they were in the residential area, the darkness outside gave them an ominous feeling. 

After confirming that the body was gone, Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing returned to B-307.

The recent incident had left Wang Yanxing feeling uneasy. 

After closing the door, she cautiously moved a chair to block it, then finally showed a look of relief. “Just in case.”

Xu Dengming had no objections to her roommate’s precautionary measures but was somewhat curious and said: 

“What if the danger comes from inside?”

Wang Yanxing pondered.

Although there was no third person in the dorm room, no one could guarantee that there weren’t any hidden dangers.

Wang Yanxing: “If it comes to that, we can…”

Xu Dengming looked at her attentively.

Wang Yanxing said dryly, “Shout for help.”

Xu Dengming chuckled, “Right, judging by how quickly the park handled the bodies, Nest Corporation must really care about the living experience of the people inside the building.”

Wang Yanxing: “…”

Xu Dengming sometimes used more subtle phrasing to express her thoughts. 

When Wang Yanxing first met her, it often took her a moment to realize she was actually making a sarcastic remark.

The familiar way his companion spoke somewhat comforted Wang Yanxing, who was in an unfamiliar environment. 

After a quick wash, the two climbed into bed, each pulling out their phones to scroll.

Perhaps because the place was remote, the phone signal was very weak. 

Xu Dengming tried several times but couldn’t connect to the internet, so she gave up on searching for information about Nest Park and closed her eyes to sleep.

-She had already rested for a long time during the day, but she still felt an overwhelming drowsiness, as if she had returned to the stressful days of juggling work and study before exams, always feeling sleep-deprived.

She noticed Wang Yanxing on the other bed also starting to yawn repeatedly, mumbling a drowsy “Good night” to her.

Xu Dengming acknowledged it, turned over, and soon fell into a deep sleep.

Dreams are always illogical. 

After falling asleep, many bizarre images flashed through Xu Dengming’s mind. 

She even faintly heard the sound of flowing water.

The water flowed slowly and sluggishly, carrying an indescribable damp, sticky sensation that lingered in her ears.

In the darkness, Xu Dengming sensed some changes around her.

She heard faint footsteps and breathing sounds. 

Those sounds gradually approached, and just as Xu Dengming felt a strong sense of alertness, they slowly retreated.

Xu Dengming wanted to react, but she couldn’t even open her eyes. 

Her body on the bed felt heavy, as if a huge boulder was pressing on her chest.

That boulder seemed to be deliberately sinking, first cutting through her skin, then inch by inch into her chest, forcefully squeezing her ribs. 

Xu Dengming gradually found it hard to breathe, her hands involuntarily clenching tightly, even starting to spasm.

As she moved, she accidentally touched a button on her phone. 

The screen lit up in the darkness, showing the time: 2:29 a.m.

A few seconds later, the time changed to 2:30 a.m.

The moment the minute changed, Xu Dengming abruptly opened her eyes. 

Her eyes were bloodshot, blue veins protruding from her skin, and her entire body trembled uncontrollably, as if struggling against an invisible restraint.

Xu Dengming’s trembling grew more and more violent until she finally tore open a gap in that pressure. 

She suddenly raised her arm and swung a heavy blow into the air at a non-existent target.

“…Huh.”

Xu Dengming abruptly sat up in bed, gasping for breath, and it took her a while to calm down.

She stared at the strange stick that had somehow appeared in her hand, her expression frozen.


…So it wasn’t an illusion. 

She really had swung a blow.

But where had the stick come from?
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Xu Dengming stared at the weapon that had appeared out of thin air in her hand, feeling as though she wasn’t holding a mere pipe but her own crumbling worldview.

Her eyes were bloodshot, the muscles in her cheeks involuntarily tensed, and her temples throbbed incessantly.

Amid the chaos, a long-ignored thought began to bubble up from the depths of her mind.

Xu Dengming slowly closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, the confusion in her gaze had dissipated like morning fog by the seaside. 

At the same time, a system panel, visible only to her, appeared before her eyes.

Recalling the moment she had obtained the game panel and her past experiences, Xu Dengming finally realized what that lingering sense of dissonance had been.

-Perhaps it was because those who could see fate were always tripped up by it. 

Not long after leaving the elevator instance, Xu Dengming had once again encountered an abnormal event.

Just like the game test she had participated in at the abandoned office building, the Nest Park also had the ability to influence the participants’ perception and cognition. 

At first, Xu Dengming had completely overlooked the illogical aspects of her surroundings.

If not for her previous experiences, she might not have even noticed her current state.

A strange smile crept onto Xu Dengming’s face she had entered a total of three instances, two of which had revolved around employment.

It seemed as though some mystical force was trying to strangle the lifeline of fresh graduates at its source…

Moreover, far too many people had been dragged into this instance. 

Just a few feet away, on the neighboring bed, slept her university classmate, who had been lured into the instance alongside her.

In the quiet of the night, Xu Dengming could hear Wang Yanxing’s breathing gradually quicken.

Having shared classes and dorm life, Xu Dengming knew that Wang had always slept soundly and had never experienced nightmares before.

Xu Dengming reached out and shook Wang Yanxing awake. “What’s wrong?”

Wang Yanxing let out a hoarse cry as she woke abruptly. 

She sat up, dazed for a moment, before murmuring, “…Where am I?”

Wang wasn’t really expecting an answer. 

After muttering to herself, she frowned as she became more alert and said, “I just had a really unsettling dream.”

Xu Dengming’s voice was soft, carrying a soothing tone. “What did you dream about?”

She had also dreamed but had forgotten the content upon waking.

Wang Yanxing tried to recall but eventually shook her head. “I can’t remember.”

The moment she opened her eyes, the details of the dream had evaporated like exam scores at the end of a semester. 

All that remained in Wang’s heart was a lingering sense of terror and unease.

In the silence, a familiar, chilling thud echoed from downstairs.

Without needing to look, both Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing could recall the sound of a body shattering against the concrete ground. 

Wang Yanxing felt a chill. “Why again…?”

Xu Dengming jumped off the bed and walked to the window, gently pulling the curtain aside to peek through the gap.

The expected horror didn’t appear. 

Outside was pure darkness, but with her special vision, Xu Dengming could still vaguely make out the scene on the ground.

The same scene from earlier in the evening had been replicated in the dead of night.

“Click.”

A faint sound of a window closing came from nearby. 

If it weren’t for the dead of night, when the surroundings were so quiet that even the drop of a pin could be heard, Xu Dengming might not have noticed the noise.

She wasn’t the only one who noticed the unusual activity outside the window.

The horrifying scene on the ground seemed to possess a peculiar allure, making it impossible for Xu Dengming to look away. 

Yet, the longer she stared, the more she felt as though her mind was being eroded and tainted.

Slowly, Xu Dengming averted her gaze. 

She thought to herself that if she had regained her memories earlier in the afternoon, she might have been able to detect the abnormality in the falling incident sooner.

-Because the body on the ground was shattered far too thoroughly.

The residential building wasn’t particularly tall. 

Even if someone had fallen from the rooftop, they shouldn’t have turned into a pile of minced flesh.

The shattered remains, the vanished traces-every detail defied Xu Dengming’s understanding of what was normal.

When she last signed a confidentiality agreement, the person in the white T-shirt had told her that the more one knew, the easier it was to be ensnared by anomalies.

Now, Xu Dengming stood with one foot already on the line of no return.

She remained motionless by the window for a long time, until Wang Yanxing called out to her. 

Only then did she close the window and crawl back into bed, preparing to sleep.

Though nightmares could affect her mental state, Xu Dengming had no better way to conserve her energy at the moment.

She wrapped herself in the blanket and asked, “Shall we continue resting?”

Wang Yanxing yawned and lay down as well. “Yeah.”

Xu Dengming looked at her companion. 

Wang Yanxing’s perception had clearly been greatly influenced by the anomaly. 

Even though they had just witnessed someone falling from the building minutes ago, after the initial fear, Wang Yanxing didn’t seem to have the urge to flee immediately.

Her companion in the neighboring bed soon fell asleep, and Xu Dengming also closed her eyes, sinking deeper into the dry, soft bedding. 

The thick night enveloped the people on the beds layer by layer. 

For some reason, Xu Dengming, who had already broken free from the mental influence of the Nest Park, didn’t suffer from insomnia after witnessing the death scene, just like her companion.

After she fell asleep, the strange dreams returned once more.

Darkness, stickiness, oppression-various intangible entities surrounded her.

During the night, Xu Dengming woke up several times due to an inexplicable intuition. 

Yet, no matter how hard she tried to recall, she couldn’t confirm the details of her dreams.

Outside the dormitory, the muffled sound of bodies hitting the concrete ground continued to echo faintly.

In the neighboring bed, Wang Yanxing turned over in her sleep, pressing a pillow tightly over her ears.

—

7:30 in the morning.

The sunlight that disturbed their slumber was blocked by the curtains, and the lingering terror seemed to have evaporated along with the night.

Xu Dengming hadn’t slept well, and even though she realized it was already morning, she didn’t get up.

 However, the Nest Park had no intention of letting the new students off so easily. 

Right at 7:30, an emotionless broadcast echoed through the residential area, reminding everyone of the day’s schedule-

“The horn of awakening has sounded. Today marks the first day of your internship as prospective employees…”

The cold, piercing voice of the broadcast drilled into Xu Dengming’s skull like an electric drill as she lay in bed with her eyes closed. 

Suddenly, she felt a wetness beneath her nose. 

She reached up to touch it and realized she was bleeding.

The headache was getting worse, but when Xu Dengming got up from bed with a gloomy expression, all the negative sensations began to rapidly diminish, eventually stabilizing at a level that didn’t hinder her movements.

-It seemed that as long as she followed the instructions, the damage caused by the scenario could be greatly reduced. 

Wang Yanxing, who had gotten up earlier, had perfectly avoided the morning “wake-up kill” by habitually adhering to the broadcast. 

Although she had endured a night of nightmares, her complexion after waking up was quite good-rosy cheeks and bright eyes-making her perfectly suited to dive into the intense and thrilling work right away.

In contrast, the dark circles under Xu Dengming’s eyes were far too noticeable. 

If her current appearance were showcased at Nest Company’s recruitment fair, it would undoubtedly have an excellent deterrent effect.

The broadcast continued: “…The designated dining area for probationary employees is Canteen No. 3. Canteen No. 3 is open from 7:30 to 9:00 in the morning, 11:00 to 14:00 at noon, and 17:00 to 19:00 in the evening. To ensure health, all employees are required to dine at the canteen during the designated times.”

“All probationary employees must complete their visit to Cleaning Workshop No. 1 before lunch begins.”

As Xu Dengming dressed, she listened to the broadcast and extracted the key information: they had two tasks in the morning eating and visiting the workshop.

If it weren’t for the knowledge that the scenario was inherently malicious, Nest Company’s schedule for the students could almost be considered considerate, filled with a humane care that didn’t overexploit them.

Wang Yanxing asked, “Shall we go for breakfast?”

Xu Dengming replied, “Let’s go.”

After her recent experience, Xu Dengming, who had already stopped her nosebleed, had no intention of defying the broadcast for now.

Before brushing her teeth, Xu Dengming specifically checked the time-it was 7:35.

Canteen No. 3 would remain open until 9:00 in the morning. 

Normally, an hour and a half would be more than enough for two college students, well-versed in racing against deadlines, to complete their morning routine and have breakfast. 

However, they weren’t sure how long it would take to get from the dormitory area to the dining area, so they had to hurry.

At the same time, the other surviving probationary employees were also pouring out of their rooms.

The probationary employees were like worker ants, swarming toward their destination as soon as they received the command.

The dormitory area in this building consisted of double rooms, but Xu Dengming noticed that many rooms had only one person emerging.

Probationary employees, unlike full-time members, weren’t familiar with the layout of the compound, so they tended to move in groups when going out. 

Combined with the muffled sounds she had heard the night before, Xu Dengming had reason to believe that the rooms with only one person were because only one person remained.

The intern who walked out alone lifted her head, her dark eyes slowly moving as she silently watched the probationary employees passing by her door.

Their different faces seemed to share the same expression.

Before making eye contact with any of them, Xu Dengming deliberately averted her gaze, pulling Wang Yanxing through the corridor and quickly descending the stairs.

Xu Dengming was sensitive to the gazes of others, and she could feel someone watching her from behind.

The probationary employees moved in an orderly fashion down the dormitory corridor, as if everyone was certain of their direction. 

As Xu Dengming followed, she kept an eye on the signs at each intersection, ensuring that she was indeed on the path to finding food.

However, perhaps due to the wind last night or because the sign was not securely installed in the first place, Xu Dengming kept seeing several wooden signs lying on the ground along the way.

The two girls walking ahead of Xu Dengming noticed the fallen sign and casually picked it up, reinserting it into the ground.

Xu Dengming initially didn’t pay much attention to others maintaining the park’s environment, but as she passed the sign, she suddenly stopped in her tracks.

This sign pointed to the life supermarket.

Based on last night’s experience, the location written on the sign was correct, but the note at the bottom was noticeably different from what she had seen yesterday-

“If there is no light inside the life supermarket, you may enter.”

Xu Dengming, who had already activated her brain’s alert mode, froze for a moment.

This line of text wasn’t hidden; the girl who had picked up the sign must have seen it.

Yet, the two ahead showed no unusual reaction to it.

Wang Yanxing followed Xu Dengming’s gaze and also looked surprised, then whispered, 

“What’s going on? I remember the note we saw yesterday wasn’t like this.”

Two completely contradictory instructions-unless it was a prank, one of them was almost certainly a trap.

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing exchanged a glance but said nothing. 

After a moment, the former chose to set the question aside for now: “Forget it, let’s head to the cafeteria first.”

Wang Yanxing responded with a casual “Alright.”

Just a minute ago, she had been puzzled, but now she could easily toss aside things she couldn’t figure out.

The park had dulled the vigilance of the prospective employees.

The straight-line distance between the third cafeteria and the residential area was less than 500 meters, but with so many trees and winding paths, Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing spent a quarter of an hour navigating through the bushes before finally finding their destination.

By the time they arrived at the third cafeteria, there were already quite a few people eating inside. 

Xu Dengming also spotted five male classmates who looked somewhat familiar. 

They were likely fellow soon-to-be graduates from E University, having crossed paths with Xu Dengming on campus before, though they had never spoken and didn’t know each other’s names.

Just like the E University cafeteria, Nest Corporation had posted the food price list on the wall. 

The prices for all types of food were extremely low, with a standard meal costing only one transaction point.

Xu Dengming raised an eyebrow slightly. 

Having applied for various student aid subsidies, she knew that the school would provide free meals for students like her those with good grades but tight budgets-so she was well aware that cheap food often came with a catch.

The line at the food window moved quickly, and Xu Dengming only waited two minutes before it was her turn to order. 

There were no staff at the window, only several steel machines that resembled giant tardigrades standing behind it. 

Each time they detected a hungry intern waiting for food, they would spit out a breakfast from a mouth-like dispensing area.

Xu Dengming stared at the food spat out by the machine and suddenly felt the urge to slam the tray onto the “tardigrade’s” face.

“Please pay for your meal-“

The mechanical voice, indifferent to the harm the meal’s quality might inflict on the eater, dutifully reminded her. 

Xu Dengming paused for a second before placing her temporary employee card on the card reader.


“Beep, payment complete.”

For some reason, as the mechanical voice sounded, Xu Dengming, who was about to take her meal and leave, once again felt that slight sense of weakness.

It felt like staying up all night for too long not only did my body become stiff, but my mind also showed clear signs of exhaustion.





 
  Chapter 14: Cleaning Workshop





The feeling of weakness didn’t last long. 

In the blink of an eye, all discomfort vanished, and Xu Dengming, like the other employees, picked up her meal normally, took two steps back, and then discreetly activated her [Eye of Observation].

The upgraded [Eye of Observation] allowed Xu Dengming to more accurately detect changes in the color of fate on those around her. 

She quickly found a clue when the temporary employees clocked in and paid their fees, the lines representing their near-term fate darkened slightly.

Something ominous had descended upon them the moment they successfully clocked in and paid.

Xu Dengming wanted to observe a bit longer, hoping to gather more information, but after just three seconds, her eyes began to feel dry and stinging, and her vision blurred.

Within the Nest Park, Xu Dengming’s cognitive abilities and the sustainability of her skills were noticeably suppressed.

Forced to deactivate [Eye of Observation], Xu Dengming’s expression darkened briefly before she calmly returned to her seat with her food. 

A moment later, Wang Yanxing also returned.

The two had queued at different windows, but the meals they brought back looked identical at least in appearance.

Wang Yanxing stared at the substance on his plate and reluctantly made up his mind ans said: 

“…Fine, at least it’s not nutrient paste.”

Xu Dengming poked at the mushy substance in her container with a spoon and offered a fair assessment: “It’s not much better.”

“After this trip, I feel like my tolerance for E University’s cafeteria has significantly improved.”

-Triangleroot City was a second-tier city, and even residents in the outer districts preferred regular food. 

Nutrient paste was mostly reserved for orphanages, shelters, or sold to third-tier cities.

Fortunately, Triangleroot City had no shortage of orphanages and shelters, so nutrient paste never lacked a market.

Wang Yanxing stared at his breakfast and, unable to resist his hunger, took a tentative spoonful.

“It’s tasteless, like expired rice porridge.”

Xu Dengming also took a bite and then commented tactfully: “It’s quite noteworthy, adding another unpopular option to humanity’s dining repertoire all on its own.”

Just as the two were calmly filling their stomachs, a series of loud bangs suddenly echoed from nearby.

Xu Dengming turned toward the sound and saw a temporary employee had knocked over his tray.

The temporary employee’s face looked terrible his cheeks were slightly sunken, and he exuded an unhealthy, gaunt aura.

The spilled food splattered onto his shoes, and in a fit of anger, he threw his spoon to the ground, breathing heavily with slightly reddened eyes.

Many of the reserve employees were drawn by the noise and instinctively looked over, but the next moment, the chandelier above the temporary employee abruptly swayed, cracked in the middle, and plummeted straight down.

“-Ssssh!”

Perhaps because the chandelier fell too quickly, or perhaps due to an unlucky angle, the broken tip pierced through the temporary employee’s skull like tofu, emerging from his neck.

“Plop, plop plop.”

One drop, two drops, three drops—a mix of bright red and milky white fluid gushed from the wound, spreading across the floor. 

Wang Yanxing: “…”

She now deeply regretted turning her head so quickly, inadvertently taking in all the horrifying sights.

Wang Yanxing hurriedly averted her gaze, bent over, and retched twice, feeling like she had completely lost her appetite for breakfast. 

“What’s going on here?” she asked.

Xu Dengming lowered her gaze and then said softly, 

“Before the incident, he dropped his tray. I guess that counts as rejecting the food provided by the cafeteria?”

Filling their stomachs was a requirement of the broadcast, and merely going through the motions of getting food didn’t count as fulfilling the objective.

Her voice was so faint it was almost a whisper, and Wang Yanxing didn’t catch it clearly. 

Just as she was about to press for more details, the cold, familiar voice of the broadcast echoed from above the cafeteria:

“An unexpected incident has occurred in Cafeteria Three. All employees are requested to finish their meals within one minute and then leave the cafeteria. I repeat, an unexpected incident has occurred in Cafeteria Three…”

Considering the previous example was still bleeding profusely, Xu Dengming didn’t dare to neglect her meal too much. 

She hastily swallowed a few mouthfuls of the unappetizing porridge before she and Wang Yanxing returned their trays to the collection point.

As they left the cafeteria, Xu Dengming made a point of observing the state of the other temporary employees.

Most of them wore expressions of fear, while a few remained expressionless, as if the recent death was just an insignificant blip in their workday.

Xu Dengming guessed that most people here, like Wang Yanxing, could feel fear and understood that death was a terrifying thing, but there was a clear gap in their logical thinking. 

They couldn’t arrive at the correct conclusion that “since someone died in Nest Company’s cafeteria, everyone should leave this unsafe area and inform the outside world.”

She believed that if this company truly had nothing to do with the “instance,” the school would surely pull all the preparatory employees back to campus before the situation worsened further.

-After all, even if the job market was tough, E University’s educational philosophy hadn’t yet reached the point of trading student lives in a desperate one-for-one exchange.

Wang Yanxing, who had just recovered from the shock, staggered to the open area outside the cafeteria. 

She stared blankly at the ground for a while before speaking, her emotions somewhat stabilized. 

“What do we do next? Head straight to Cleaning Workshop One for the tour?”

Xu Dengming was actually pondering the same question.

Following the broadcast’s instructions clearly led to bad outcomes, as the ominous atmosphere when getting food had proven. 

But trying to act freely wasn’t an option either, as the fate of the temporary employee who had dropped his spoon had already demonstrated.

Unlike the previous elevator instance, where all reliable clues were concentrated in a limited area, Nest Company covered a vast expanse, making it difficult to gather sufficient information in a short time.

Suppressing the urge to wander randomly around the compound, Xu Dengming said, 

“Since there’s no better option, let’s follow the broadcast’s instructions and head to the workshop first.”

Wang Yanxing glanced at her roommate, deeply sensing that even if Xu Dengming hadn’t found a job yet, she wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about advancing further within the company.

At this thought, Wang Yanxing felt a bit dazed. 

A vague idea rose in her mind since when had she started viewing the Nest Company compound as her own workplace?

Xu Dengming was pondering why the scenario didn’t directly eliminate all temporary employees but instead required them to engage in different activities in stages. 

There was clearly a deeper reason worth exploring, though she hadn’t figured it out yet.

Tall, ancient trees crowded together, their twisted branches rubbing against and merging with one another. 

The countless leaves on the branches nearly overwhelmed the human field of vision.

Cleaning Workshop No. 1, like Canteen No. 3, was hidden deep within the green jungle of the compound.

After finding Workshop No. 1 following the signs, Xu Dengming didn’t rush in. 

Instead, she stood at the entrance, looking up to read the notice posted above.

The notice was concise and could be quickly scanned:

“Employees must change into work uniforms in the changing room before entering the workshop.”

The instruction was clear, with no additional notes or any hint of peculiarity in the wording. 

Even though Xu Dengming was on guard, she had no choice but to follow the directive and change her clothes first.

The male and female changing rooms were located on either side of the workshop entrance. 

Clean work uniforms were already prepared in full, allowing intern employees to take them as needed. 

The uniforms were almost pure white, very thin, and designed to be worn over regular clothes. 

After putting hers on, Xu Dengming could still see the color of her clothes underneath. 

She noticed the hem wasn’t very loose, restricting her to small steps.

Xu Dengming suspected the uniforms were designed to limit their movement speed.

Forced to walk slowly, the two of them headed into the workshop, where they encountered the five male students from E University whom they had seen earlier in the canteen.

Xu Dengming casually called out to one of them and got straight to the point: 

“Hey, can I ask-did anyone die in your dormitory last night?”

The boy, who had been standing casually with his hands in his pockets and a somewhat vacant expression, gradually replaced his relaxed demeanor with fear at Xu Dengming’s question. 

His voice trembled as he replied, “At night… dead people… yes, there were several last night…”

Xu Dengming pursed her lips, feeling a chill run through her. 

Without waiting for the boy to recover from his fear, she pressed on, 

“Were there many deaths on your side?”

The boy shook his head in panic, “I don’t know…”

His pupils trembled incessantly, and worm-like blood vessels crept across the whites of his eyes-it seemed he was recalling something horrifying, teetering on the edge of rationality.

The chill around her grew stronger, and Xu Dengming felt her heart contracting unnaturally. 

She forcibly shifted the conversation away from death: “It seems like it’s almost time for the tour. Shall we go together?”

Her topic change was abrupt, but no one around her, including Wang Yanxing, found it odd.

The blood vessels in the boy’s eyes stopped spreading. 

After a moment of thought, he nodded to Xu Dengming, his tone returning to normal, “Alright, let’s hurry.”

After ending the discussion about the previous night’s events, Xu Dengming felt the chill around her begin to dissipate.

The boy rejoined his group the other four, though not within Xu Dengming’s call, had been waiting quietly nearby, not abandoning their companion.

Xu Dengming’s gaze suddenly shifted.

There were five boys in total, an odd number.

And a dormitory could accommodate two people.

Xu Dengming raised his head and looked ahead.

The fifth student walking at the front maintained a certain distance from the rest of his companions. 

When Xu Dengming spoke, he remained expressionless, standing still with dark, lifeless eyes.

Those lifeless eyes were fixed on Xu Dengming. 

Despite the latter’s keen sensitivity to gazes, he didn’t notice it immediately, like a worm hidden in the flesh of a fruit-only half of its body remained when it was finally noticed.

As their eyes met, Xu Dengming curled the corner of his lips into a cold smile.

“…”

The fifth boy was the first to avert his gaze.

Wang Yanxing had known Xu Dengming the longest. 

She always felt that although she was smiling, there was no trace of warmth in her eyes.

If they were to encounter each other in a remote area, it would easily provoke a stranger’s urge to call the authorities for help.

She watched her classmates for a while, then her gaze involuntarily shifted forward, revealing a hint of anxiety.

Wang Yanxing was curious about the situation in the cleaning workshop. 

This curiosity quietly transformed into a seed, taking root in her heart and continuously draining her patience and composure.


Xu Dengming’s heart slowly sank.

Wang Yanxing retained more common sense than the boy in front of her, but even she, who seemed unaffected, was gradually deteriorating.

The Nest Park was absolutely unsuitable for normal humans to linger.





 
  Chapter 15: Visit





Xu Dengming had visited various factory areas in Triangle Banyan City before, but the “clean room” in the Nest Industrial Park left a particularly deep impression on her.

The gleaming steel supports extended from the high ceiling, suspending rows of massive cleaning machines in mid-air. 

Below the machines were suspended wire mesh platforms where employees could walk. 

Whenever the machines detected someone passing by, they would extend nozzles, spraying unknown mist and powder onto the person.

Perhaps because they were suspended, the machines appeared twisted in their posture. 

If the cafeteria serving machine resembled a tardigrade, these cleaning machines were more like polar ice worms, with countless tendrils extending from their massive bodies into the air.

Xu Dengming, with her hands in her pockets, remarked, “The aesthetic design of these machines is quite unique.”

Wang Yanxing didn’t catch it: “…What?”

Xu Dengming: “Just a thought from the tour.”

The powder sprayed by the tendrils drifted down, settling on the wire mesh before continuing to sink through the gaps, eventually being carried away by the giant rollers below.

The machines made humans seem exceptionally small and fragile.

To avoid the swirling unknown powder, the trainee employees walking ahead had to pull down their hoods to prevent the powder from getting into their clothes.

“Really annoying,” a boy walking under the cleaning machine muttered. 

“So annoying.”

His collar wasn’t fastened tightly enough, and some fine cleaning powder managed to drift inside.

The discomfort from the foreign substance made him scratch at his neck.

A low hum reverberated throughout the space as the cleaning machines continued their work. 

The more he scratched, the wider the opening in his work clothes became, allowing more powder to enter.

His scratching grew more forceful, his nails roughly clawing at his skin, even drawing blood from his neck.

Blood and tiny shreds of flesh mixed in his nails, staining his clothes. 

The boy began to gasp for breath, veins bulging across his face, his bloodshot eyes almost popping out of their sockets.

Then, he did something Xu Dengming had vaguely anticipated—he violently tore off his work clothes and strode forward with a frenzied expression, walking directly under the machines.

The white cleaning powder drifted like snowflakes, continuously covering his body and mixing with the blood on his neck. 

It dripped onto the wire mesh, flowing through the gaps and disappearing without a trace.

The boy walked stiffly forward, his body growing increasingly emaciated from blood loss, until he finally collapsed with a thud just before the exit.

When he fell, he looked like nothing more than a skeleton wrapped in a shriveled layer of skin.

This scene caused a small commotion, and some of the trainee employees now looked at the cleaning machines with fear.

Wang Yanxing subtly nudged Xu Dengming, silently seeking her opinion.

Xu Dengming gestured for Wang Yanxing to tighten her work clothes and whispered a reminder, 

“Try to hold your breath when passing near the machines.”

From the boy’s earlier state, it was clear that the “cleaning powder” was far from harmless.

The probationary employees were not entirely devoid of thought, and at this moment, more than just Xu Dengming had realized that something was amiss with the powder.

Another unfamiliar young man showed clear disgust towards the cleaning machine. 

He and his companion avoided passing under the machine, deliberately steering clear of the powder’s spray range.

The cleaning area, cluttered with machines and crowded with people, felt unnaturally cramped compared to its actual size. 

Just as the young man was about to leave, a crack silently appeared in the wire mesh beneath his feet, large enough for an adult to pass through.

The incident happened too quickly and without warning. 

The unconventional young man didn’t even have time to utter a sound before he plummeted straight through the gap. 

He was caught in the rollers and, in full view of all the probationary employees above, was crushed into a spray of scattered flesh.

His companion tried to flee, but the narrow hem of his work uniform restricted his movement, and he became the second to fall below.

The gap widened further, like the mouth of some creature, swallowing its prey and then stretching into a satisfied smile.

Several students covered their mouths, letting out short, sharp screams. 

Yet, in Xu Dengming’s eyes, the panic among the probationary employees in the cleaning workshop was even milder than it had been in the cafeteria, as if those around her were gradually acclimating to the environment.

It seemed the broadcast was normal, the demands were normal, and the corpses and blood were normal.

Even though each of them stood on this wire mesh, less than two meters from death.

With two negative examples before them, even if the survivors’ cognitive abilities were somewhat impaired, they vaguely understood how to navigate the workshop ahead.

-Adhere to safety regulations and avoid any self-initiated actions to maximize their chances of survival.

Xu Dengming covered herself tightly with her work uniform and silently followed Wang Yanxing along the path taken by those ahead.

The roar from below continued to echo, and she could feel the subtle tremors under her feet.

New people kept entering the workshop from outside, yet the front of the line maintained a slow, cautious pace.

Xu Dengming imagined that, viewed from above, this visiting procession would resemble a giant worm with a continuously swelling tail.

She was now walking along the position of the worm’s dorsal blood vessel.

The worm’s body had a limit to what it could endure. 

As the distance between people grew shorter, Xu Dengming could even feel the breath of the person behind her on her neck.

She sincerely hoped no one around her had a cold.

When they were one-third of the way to the exit, a flowing black mist quietly rose in Xu Dengming’s vision.

Having narrowly avoided a speeding car at the crossroads before, Xu Dengming keenly sensed impending misfortune and immediately stepped aside.

Almost the moment Xu Dengming moved to the edge of the line, the visitor behind her finally lost balance from the crowding and involuntarily fell forward, clinging to the person in front. 

The unlucky one who was hit from behind repeated the fate of the person on their back, continuing to fall forward. 

The temporary employees involved soon fell to the ground like dominoes, one after another.

The impact also affected Xu Dengming, but she withstood the surrounding shockwaves and managed to stay on her feet.

The lightweight and thin work uniforms were torn apart by the desperate struggles of those who had fallen, allowing fine, snow-white powder to sneak in through the cracks.

Some were completely knocked out of the line in the chaos, while others were crushed at the bottom, their faces turning purple until they gradually stopped breathing. 

The sounds of fearful screams, agonized wails, and the crushing of flesh and blood continued to echo. 

Xu Dengming grabbed Wang Yanxing, preventing her from turning back to look.

Amid the chaos, Xu Dengming’s voice was deep and firm: “Keep moving.”

The crowded crowd was left behind as they passed through the exit. 

Xu Dengming noticed a notice on the wall that read, “Please proceed to the changing room to remove your work uniforms.” 

The last stroke of the character was slightly elongated, as if the writer had some regret.

They had truly left.

The surrounding trainee employees faintly let out sighs of relief, occasionally interrupted by soft sobs.

—Although job applicants gradually lose their sanity in the workplace, they do not completely lose their instinct for survival.

As soon as Wang Yanxing entered the changing room, she eagerly tossed her work uniform into the trash bin labeled “Waste Disposal,” her heart racing: “Finally, the tour is over. What’s next for us…”

Her words suddenly cut off, like a rigid robot that needed new instructions to proceed with its next actions.

Xu Dengming glanced at the time; it was only 10:30, with half an hour left before lunch.

“Let’s head back to the dormitory area now, and then we’ll have to go out again to the cafeteria,” Xu Dengming began to analyze, as if her suggestion to wander around was merely to avoid unnecessary back-and-forth.

The trainee employees passing by could hear their conversation, but no one paid much attention.

Wang Yanxing paused for a moment upon hearing this: “Alright.”

She didn’t love her job, but now she felt a sense of emptiness from not being assigned any tasks. 

Fortunately, her years of habit of slacking off led her to agree with Xu Dengming’s suggestion.

The park had an unusually high number of forks in the road, and as if afraid of being easily spotted, many paths quietly hid themselves among the tall, lush green trees.

Xu Dengming fully utilized the visual advantages she gained after her abilities awakened, carefully noting the contents of the signs at each fork.

The signs confirmed a suspicion in Xu Dengming’s mind-there wasn’t much useful information on them, mostly just directions to the supermarket, Cleaning Workshop No. 1, or the dormitory area.

Xu Dengming was certain she hadn’t found any signs pointing to the male dormitory area.

After realizing she had unfortunately entered a “dungeon,” Xu Dengming’s judgment also came back online, reminding her of something somewhat important.

When they first got off the bus, the two had followed the signs into the supermarket and then smoothly reached the dormitory area.

However, the dormitory area where Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing stayed only housed female employees.

So, how did the male passengers from the bus find their way to their living quarters?

The Nest Park seemed to have a consciousness of its own, displaying different information on the signs for different people.

-Authority.

A term flashed through Xu Dengming’s mind.

When they first entered the compound, they only had access to the supermarket and the female dormitory area. 

On the second day, two new zones were unlocked: the No. 3 cafeteria and the No. 1 cleaning workshop.

The expansion of authority often signified a deeper integration between the newcomers and the compound.

As for some key locations… as long as the instance didn’t permit access, the employees could never reach them.

Wang Yanxing, who was walking beside Xu Dengming, showed slight signs of restlessness and couldn’t help but ask, “It’s eleven o’clock. Should we head to the cafeteria?”

Xu Dengming snapped out of her thoughts and smiled at her roommate. “Sure.”

By lunchtime, the No. 3 cafeteria had resumed its open state.

The bloodstains on the floor had been cleaned up at some point, leaving no trace of the corpse that had been there not long ago.

The lunch menu was identical to the morning’s, with a grainy aroma wafting through the air. 

Xu Dengming, who hadn’t forgotten what she had experienced, had no appetite. 

She merely took a couple of spoonfuls to comply with the broadcast’s requirements before setting down

her utensils.

Wang Yanxing propped her chin on her hand and sighed, 

“…I think I’m definitely going to lose weight.”

Xu Dengming glanced at her classmate, observed for a moment, and shook her head. “It doesn’t seem like it.”

They had only been in the instance for a day. 

No matter how uniquely designed the Nest Compound’s meals were, it couldn’t reflect on their weight yet.

However, Xu Dengming noticed that Wang Yanxing now appeared more “plump” than when she had first entered the compound, giving the impression that her skin was filled with moisture.

Xu Dengming’s eyes flickered, and she suggested, “If you don’t like it, eat less.”

As a resident of the inner city with basic dietary standards, Wang Yanxing had no interest in the taste of the meal paste. 

After calculating that the calories she had consumed were enough to keep her going, she followed Xu Dengming’s advice and put down her spoon.

“Gulp “

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing shared a fairly consistent opinion about the nutritional paste’s flavor.

However, in the No. 3 cafeteria, there were no shortage of interns who held the opposite view.

Three tables away, two girls were holding bowls filled with the meal paste, devouring it voraciously.

Their bowls were soon empty, with even the last remnants scraped clean by their spoons.

Human behavior is contagious. 

Watching the girls’ actions, Wang Yanxing’s throat moved involuntarily.

She began to feel that the meal in front of her wasn’t entirely unappealing.

Just as Wang Yanxing was about to reach for the soup spoon, Xu Dengming suddenly stood up and began clearing her utensils.

Wang Yanxing: “…Not eating anymore?”

Xu Dengming’s expression didn’t change and said: 

“I feel a bit sleepy. Since it’s lunch break, why don’t we go back for a nap?”

In Wang Yanxing’s eyes, Xu Dengming was a rather easygoing and cautious classmate. 

She rarely acted impulsively, and in many situations where Wang Yanxing couldn’t be bothered to think, she would instinctively follow Xu Dengming’s lead.

This time was no exception. 


Wang Yanxing ignored the budding desire for food in her heart and followed Xu Dengming to the recycling area to dispose of their utensils.

She didn’t notice that the two girls who had finished the nutrient paste on their plates simultaneously turned their heads, staring intently at the departing figures of Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing. 

On their fair and plump faces, a stiff smile slowly emerged.





 
  Chapter 16:Check-in





The cafeteria during lunchtime was filled with most of the hungry and idle reserve employees, which meant there weren’t many people around the residential area.

Xu Dengming walked to the door and said to her classmate, 

“Wait a bit before going upstairs.”

Wang Yanxing blinked slowly, her stiff expression softening slightly at her classmate’s words. 

It was as if she had just woken up from a dream, needing a moment to process before giving her usual response: “Okay.”

Xu Dengming’s gaze lingered on Wang Yanxing for a moment. 

If one looked closely, they would notice that Wang Yanxing’s current demeanor was somewhat similar to that of the other reserve employees earlier. 

The erosion of the dungeon on the cognitive abilities of those trapped within it was continuous. 

Even though Xu Dengming had consciously tried to limit their compliance with the broadcast’s demands, she couldn’t reverse the trend of her companion’s mental confusion.

After Wang Yanxing agreed, she obediently stood beside Xu Dengming, both of them looking through the transparent window at the concrete ground outside.

The gray concrete path was lined with soft, lush green grass, the blades of which were still dotted with glistening dewdrops. 

If one ignored the strange red flowers scattered among the soil, everything appeared vibrant and lively.

A gentle breeze stirred the tips of the grass, causing them to sway unknowingly. 

The colorless dewdrops rolled off the leaves, and as they fell, they rapidly expanded, turning into a thick, viscous crimson-

“Thud!”

A corpse fell from above, right in front of Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing, splattering into a gruesome mess on the concrete.

Several drops of blood mixed with bits of flesh splattered onto the glass, directly in front of Xu Dengming’s eyes.

Her vision was tinted with a layer of red. 

Although the flesh didn’t directly touch her due to the glass barrier, she still felt a faint, unsettling sensation beneath her eyelids.

She reached out a finger and lightly touched her eyeball.

The bits of flesh on the glass slowly slid downward, leaving a transparent trail of blood.

Xu Dengming felt her arm being tightly gripped.

-At the moment of the accident, Wang Yanxing had instinctively taken a step back, grabbing her companion and using body language to urge her to leave with her.

But she couldn’t pull her classmate away.

Xu Dengming seemed rooted in front of the glass, her gaze fixed on the corpse with an uncharacteristic coldness. 

The influence of the environment made her forget to mask her true nature, and her inherent personality inadvertently surfaced from her usually gentle and amiable demeanor: “Wait here for me.”

Her voice carried a sharp edge, her tone so firm that Wang Yanxing forgot to object.

Xu Dengming patted her companion’s shoulder reassuringly, then turned and rushed out the door.

The wind brushed past her ears as she breathed heavily, running at her fastest speed toward the concrete ground behind the residential building the corpse she had seen through the glass was still there.

Xu Dengming hadn’t overlooked the fact that all previous handling of corpses in the dungeon had been done out of sight of the employees. 

Thus, she couldn’t help but form a speculation-the dungeon didn’t want to reveal too much abnormality in front of the reserve employees. 

As long as she kept watching, the scene of the corpse would temporarily remain unchanged.

As Xu Dengming headed towards the back of the dormitory building, Wang Yanxing stood dazed on the other side of the glass window. 

The remnants of rationality in her mind kept her from immediately leaving, and she continued to stare at the bright red chunks of flesh on the ground.

Though filled with fear and confusion, she never looked away.

Xu Dengming walked over to the corpse and looked up. 

At this moment, all the dormitory windows remained closed, making it impossible to determine the original position of the body.

She crouched beside the corpse and began a simple examination.

There wasn’t much left on the shattered body. 

The only items that could help identify the person were an employee card and a key marked with “B-304.”

When Xu Dengming carefully retrieved the employee card from the minced flesh, it had already split into two halves of similar size, both smooth to the touch.

Xu Dengming stored the key and the broken card, then nodded to Wang Yanxing behind the glass window, signaling her to stop looking. 

She then quickly walked back to the first-floor lobby.

Next to the dormitory manager’s office on the first floor was a card reader. 

Xu Dengming, not holding much hope, pieced together the broken card and placed it on the machine to try and read the information. 

To her surprise, the card reader actually gave a response-

A prompt appeared on the screen: 

“User’s accommodation information is as follows:” 

“Assigned dormitory is B-304.” 

“The key has been collected.” 

“Press the blue button below to reissue the key.”

Xu Dengming stared at the screen. 

After a moment, the screen flickered, and the original information disappeared, replaced by new text— “After inspection, B-304 dormitory has only one remaining resident, *¥#¥@.”

This time, the information wasn’t fully displayed. 

The content after the comma abruptly turned into a string of garbled characters, followed by a series of rapid red flashes on the screen, which then turned into a black brick.

Xu Dengming poked at it a few more times, but no matter what she did, the card reader responded like a piece of stone.

Wang Yanxing: “. ……….Did the card reader break?”

She was a bit worried that the company might blame Xu Dengming for “improper operation causing machine malfunction” and demand compensation.

Xu Dengming pondered: “Most likely a quality issue. This machine is too old and lacks regular maintenance, so it’s not very durable.” 

Listening to Xu Dengming’s words, Wang Yanxing felt that the other person remained as unbothered as ever.

Xu Dengming glanced at the indifferent square machine and swapped in her own intact employee card for testing.

This time, the machine didn’t go black but instead displayed her accommodation information normally.

Wang Yanxing breathed a sigh of relief.

Though she was willing to be a witness if her companion needed to shift blame, it was still a cause for celebration that no serious consequences had arisen.

After understanding the key issue, Xu Dengming put the card away and looked out the window again.

The cement path behind the glass window was now empty. 

In the time it took to turn her head, the large pool of body fragments on the ground had disappeared.

The lush green grass returned to its peaceful state, as if nothing had ever happened.

Wang Yanxing: “Shall we go back to the dorm now?”

Xu Dengming: “Let’s wait another half an hour.”

The influence of the broadcast made Wang Yanxing more accustomed to following others’ arrangements. 

She agreed with Xu Dengming’s suggestion and stayed in the dormitory area.

They spent a deeply unsettling half-hour. 

Within thirty minutes, they witnessed three bodies plummeting from the sky, transforming into bursts of blood upon impact with the ground.

According to Xu Dengming’s examination, these bodies originated from C-310, B-206, and A-404.

The temporary employee cards found amidst the mangled flesh were all damaged. 

However, the card reader on the first floor seemed to have taken precautions, preventing Xu Dengming from piecing together the shattered cards to extract relevant information.

The continuous exposure to scenes of death visibly affected Wang Yanxing. 

She felt her skin swelling, and the blood vessels throughout her body seemed to be crawling outward, causing both pain and itchiness.

Her heartbeat pounded loudly in her ears.

Xu Dengming shared the same sensation.

Her movements were too conspicuous, drawing the disdain of the scenario.

Xu Dengming nodded to Wang Yanxing, indicating that they had seen enough and could return to their dormitory.

“Two students.”

Just as they reached the middle of the staircase, a polite and sweet female voice unexpectedly called out from behind.

Xu Dengming’s body momentarily froze. 

Although hearing wasn’t her strong suit, she truly hadn’t sensed anyone behind her until the voice spoke.

She was usually sensitive to gazes, but the scenario had suppressed her perception.

In that instant, Xu Dengming felt as if a cold, slimy worm was crawling up her spine.

“Two students.”

The female voice repeated the same words, this time from a position half the distance closer than before.

Xu Dengming turned around.

As she turned, her frozen expression gradually softened frame by frame, as if soaked in hot water, returning to its usual natural state. 

Standing just four steps away was an unfamiliar girl. 

She carried a backpack, appeared healthy, with fair skin tinged with red, and her face was adorned with a pair of pitch-black eyes.

The girl smiled at Xu Dengming, the curve of her lips seemingly deliberately drawn, stiff yet perfect.

Xu Dengming lowered her gaze: “What do you want?”

The girl tilted her head back: “Which dormitory do you live in? My roommate is gone, and I want to find a place with more people to stay together.”

Xu Dengming’s gaze lingered on the girl’s face: “We live in the third floor, B area.”

The girl made a request: “Let me go to the third floor too, okay?”

Xu Dengming looked at her and suddenly smiled: “Then follow us first.”

The number of people walking side by side increased from two to three.

Wang Yanxing wasn’t the type to instantly warm up to strangers, yet she didn’t refuse or show displeasure at the girl’s abrupt request to stay together.

It seemed that the scenario’s deprivation of common sense for temporary employees also included “maintaining basic caution towards strangers.”

Wang Yanxing had only considered the feasibility of the situation.

The dormitory rooms in the residential area were originally six-person rooms, then reduced to four-person rooms, and finally to double rooms. 

This meant that as long as the girl in front of them could bring her own bedding, their dormitory could accommodate an extra person.

Having figured this out, Wang Yanxing thought it was acceptable. 

She glanced at Xu Dengming, who also didn’t voice any objections. 

Seeing that both had tacitly agreed, the girl’s smile widened.

Third floor, B area.

Xu Dengming walked in the middle of the trio, actively leading the girl and Wang Yanxing toward Area B.

When they reached Room 304, she stopped, turned around naturally, and pulled a key from her pocket.

Wang Yanxing:”….”

It took her just a second to figure out the origin of the extra key.

The thought that Xu Dengming had not only examined the body but also kept related items made Wang Yanxing feel slightly complicated. 

If the latter’s common sense hadn’t been eroded by the instance, she might have dragged Xu Dengming to the E University Psychological Counseling Center for a colorful day trip.

After understanding the key’s origin, Wang Yanxing was still somewhat puzzled by Xu Dengming’s act of opening someone else’s door. 

However, Xu Dengming moved too quickly, leaving no time for Wang Yanxing to voice her questions.

“Click”

Xu Dengming had already unlocked the door.

The moment the door opened, the girl behind Xu Dengming instinctively took a step forward. 

Her black eyes widened, and if viewed from the side, one could notice her eyeballs slightly protruding.

As she approached the threshold, a hint of barely concealed longing finally surfaced on her mask-like face.

-She was very eager to enter the new residence.

Xu Dengming didn’t stop her. 

She maintained a friendly smile and even slightly stepped aside, politely making way for the girl to enter. 

Then, she reached out and gave the girl’s back a well-timed push.

Losing her balance, the girl stumbled into Room 304. 

At the same time, Xu Dengming swiftly closed the door and hurriedly uttered a single word to her companion: “Go.”

For Wang Yanxing, everything happened too quickly and was utterly baffling.

Even with most of her common sense stripped away, Wang Yanxing’s face still showed a hint of existential doubt.

She watched as her companion stopped in front of another dorm room, efficiently pushed the girl they had just met inside, then grabbed her and sprinted back to B-307.

Wang Yanxing, nearly tripping over her shoes: “You—”

Xu Dengming: “It’s fine. There were just some things I needed to confirm.”

Wang Yanxing looked at her roommate, and a thought inexplicably surfaced in her mind—with Xu Dengming’s impulsive and decisive nature, the only reason she hadn’t found a suitable job yet was because the corporate world was too conservative.

After the two quickly left, the girl pushed into B-304 also realized something was wrong.

Room 304 wasn’t empty. 

Another girl stood by the window, expressionlessly staring at the intruder in her residence.

Both had black eyes, healthy bodies, and equally stiff expressions.

They stood face to face, as if gazing at their own reflections.

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing safely returned to their own dorm area.

Once inside, Xu Dengming immediately began inspecting the room. 

After confirming there were no signs of intrusion, she gestured for Wang Yanxing to stand by the window and keep an eye on the cement ground outside. 

Meanwhile, she walked to the door and cracked it open slightly.

Room 304 wasn’t far from 307. 

If anyone came or went, Xu Dengming would surely see them.

Three minutes later.

A faint trace of black appeared at the doorframe of Room 304, followed by a tilted, round head poking out.

The owner of the head was the girl she had seen on the steps. 

She stared at Xu Dengming with an expressionless face, her eyes as dark as overly dyed glass marbles. 

With Xu Dengming’s now exceptional visual acuity, she could even see her own reflection in the other’s eyes.

The friendly politeness on Xu Dengming’s face had vanished like dust swept away by the wind, replaced by a cold, scrutinizing gaze.

She stared unblinkingly at the other person, her lips moving silently to form four words:

“Welcome to stay.”

The girl slowly retracted her head, and Xu Dengming closed the door.

From the girl’s behavior, Xu Dengming concluded that her guess was correct.

The dungeon operated under a set of rules distinct from the real world. 

So, after the girl expressed her desire to move in, Xu Dengming began to consider the proper way to relocate to a new dorm.

She had initially obtained her living quarters from the card reader on the first floor. 

Normally, changing rooms would require going through the same process on the card reader.

But this girl had directly approached Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing.

Refusal.

Possible.

In fact, judging from the conversation, neither Xu Dengming nor Wang Yanxing had explicitly agreed to the girl’s request to move in. 


Yet, the girl didn’t seem to think she had been rejected.

From this, Xu Dengming drew another conclusion-moving into a new dorm didn’t require the consent of the current residents, as long as they didn’t actively resist.

She thought, if that was the case, then with her reaction speed, she could bring about a sufficiently efficient resolution to this matter before the residents of Room 304 could respond.





 
  Chapter 17: Abandoned factory area





Taking advantage of this, the ever-helpful Xu Dengming successfully found a compatible roommate for the girl who was searching for a new place to live.

After entering room 304, the girl, who had lost her reason to interact with Xu and Wang, didn’t go to room 307 to continue her harassment. 

She was likely still adjusting to her new living situation.

Xu Dengming leaned against the window, her fingers twitching unconsciously-she could now vaguely decipher the garbled content on the attendance machine.

Following the message “After inspection, only one resident remains in B-304 dormitory,” the next line should have been, “You may move into a new dormitory.”

As long as only one person remains in a dormitory, that individual is free to leave their original living space and seek a new, more suitable area to settle.

The girl they encountered on the stairs had already lost her roommate, and room 304, where Xu Dengming had just picked up the card and key, also lacked a second occupant.

In the dormitory area, those with zero roommates seemed to share a certain commonality-they were more numb to death, more assimilated into the Nest Park than the outsiders. 

To Xu Dengming, they exuded a distinct sense of foreboding.

What puzzled Xu Dengming, however, was that these lone residents clearly didn’t want to live with others like themselves. 

Instead, after losing their roommates, they would continue searching for new dormitories where both occupants were still alive.

Xu Dengming lowered her gaze, her expression turning slightly stern, like a thin frost in autumn. 

To her, the oppressive atmosphere of Nest Park felt heavier than the elevator scenario. 

It was like a tightly guarded prison, trapping the innocent job seekers who had stumbled into it.

Their movements were restricted, and so were their cognitive abilities. 

Xu Dengming couldn’t share her speculations with anyone, silently organizing all the information she had gathered in her mind.

Now, there were two people in room 304, sharing the same corridor. 

They were each other’s roommates, and neither could move out.

If moving into a new dormitory where both occupants were alive was important to them, then it had to be-

“Bang!”

A figure plummeted from a great height, then blossomed into a new pool of crimson on the concrete ground.

Xu Dengming’s attention was drawn to the sound outside the building. 

She couldn’t actually identify the remains on the ground, but she had been standing by the window the entire time. 

During the figure’s fall, she had caught a brief glimpse of their face.

The deceased was the girl who had just entered room 304.

Having lost her newly acquired roommate, the original resident of room 304 had now regained the qualification to move to a new dormitory.

Xu Dengming crossed her arms, calmly observing the concrete ground below.

What she saw wasn’t just the face of the falling figure, but also the state of their descent.

In the moment of their plummet, the girl’s eyeballs had completely protruded from their sockets, held only by a few blood vessels. 

Red and white brain matter oozed from the gaping wound in her skull, smearing across her face.

Before she even hit the ground, the girl had already become a corpse.

Xu Dengming lightly tapped her temple twice, then turned to Wang Yanxing and said, 

“There’s something I need your help with.” 

Wang Yanxing: “What is it?”

Xu Dengming: “I need to take a look at your temporary employee card.”

Hearing her roommate’s words, Wang Yanxing reached into her pocket, then paused.

Wang Yanxing’s current feelings were indescribable. 

As an inner-city resident who had willingly studied in the outer city until nearly graduating from university, she had always been easygoing. 

Xu Dengming, her long-time classmate, was someone she trusted deeply. 

If Xu had asked for her bank card, Wang would have handed it over without a second thought.

But now, Wang hesitated.

In less than two days, Wang had grown attached to her new job, which provided both meals and accommodation. 

She was reluctant to part with the item that proved her employee status.

Xu Dengming observed her classmate as if watching a sleepwalker, not wanting to disturb her.

Wang’s movements were slow and hesitant as she retrieved her temporary employee card, as if invisible glue held it to her pocket. 

Eventually, she reluctantly placed the card in Xu’s hand.

Xu examined the card. 

Based on her previous autopsy results, the temporary employee cards only differed in information, while their designs remained consistent.

This was precisely what puzzled Xu.

When she first picked up the card from the bag, Xu felt a raised area near the code at the bottom. 

Yet, the broken cards she had found were as smooth as a mirror’s surface.

Xu reached out to confirm the position of the code on her roommate’s card. 

To her touch, it was equally smooth.

There were no raised areas on either side.

Questions flooded Xu’s mind: What exactly was the difference in the bottom details of the two cards? 

Was her employee card special? 

Was she special? 

Or-

As a new thought quietly emerged, Xu grabbed Wang and returned the card to her.

Xu: “Try feeling if you can detect any raised areas at the bottom of the card.”

Her voice was soft, almost casual.

Perhaps influenced by Xu’s demeanor, Wang replied in an equally soft and indifferent tone: 

“I can feel it. These represent the employee information codes, right?”

With the answer, Xu looked at Wang, a slight smile forming at the corner of her lips, her voice gentle: “Perhaps.”

She had realized that it wasn’t a particular card that was special, but the card’s owner.

Each card bore a “hidden code” that only the owner could feel.

Xu held both cards again, carefully distinguishing them by touch. 

Since the employee numbers were all digits, she had assumed the raised text at the bottom was also composed of numbers. 

But upon closer examination, she found the markings were finer and conveyed more information than she had imagined.

“Proceed to the abandoned factory area No. 17 upon sensing danger.”

A brief message, so simple it seemed almost nonsensical. 

It resembled less a formal notice and more a life-saving note passed during a critical exam.

Xu had never experienced anything like this in school, but she knew such notes must not be discovered by the examiners.

As time passed, people who had finished lunch returned to the dormitory area one after another to rest.

Xu carefully placed the employee card back into Wang’s pocket, packed useful items from the dorm and her system backpack, and then called her classmate to leave.

After lunch, the park didn’t assign any new tasks to the temporary employees. 

Without a clear objective, Wang Yanxing followed Xu Dengming around freely until now, which somewhat slowed the decline in her rationality, making her appear relatively normal for the time being. 

However, even so, Xu Dengming didn’t think keeping someone in the dormitory was particularly safe.

Too many reserve employees had died in the residential area, and there were many people looking for new dormitories. 

Xu Dengming couldn’t be sure who might become prey to those people.

As for Wang Yanxing, she had even temporarily handed over her precious employee card to a classmate, clearly not opposed to being taken for a walk around the park.

Wang Yanxing: “So where are we going?”

Xu Dengming replied: “One of the company’s factory areas.” 

She smiled slightly, “But given our current situation, we don’t really need to put much effort into confirming our destination.”

Wang Yanxing: “…………”

Although she had already developed a sufficient sense of belonging to the Nest Park, she still felt that her classmate was hinting that they shouldn’t have appeared in their current workplace from the beginning.

Xu Dengming hurried downstairs while there were few people outside. 

She had never seen a place called “Abandoned Factory Area No. 17” on any signs before, but now things had changed.

At this moment, Xu Dengming had already learned the name of the new location.

Just like how they could only find the supermarket after knowing of its existence, employees could only go to “Abandoned Factory Area No. 17” after knowing about it.

Every instance had its own hidden logic, and Xu Dengming strongly suspected that in Nest Park, one of the logics was “all exploration must be known; employees cannot reach areas beyond their cognition.”

Xu Dengming’s eyes scanned the signs along the way, trying not to miss any details. 

Finally, she discovered a narrow path almost completely hidden by grass in the woods.

She pulled Wang Yanxing onto the path.

Wang Yanxing hesitated.

Xu Dengming: “What’s wrong?”

Wang Yanxing hesitated: “To walk through here, we’d have to trample the company’s lawn.”

From Wang Yanxing’s current behavior, it seemed that the erosion of rationality by the instance probably didn’t include “environmental protection.”

Xu Dengming smiled: “Just think of this as school.”

In some areas of their school, the miscellaneous vegetation had grown so thick that students had to manually create paths.

Wang Yanxing:”…..”

She always felt that in Xu Dengming’s words, E University had a richer meaning than an ordinary campus.

Words contained the power to influence the mind. 

Wang Yanxing suppressed her anxiety about damaging the environment, and when she stepped on it, the sole of her shoe felt solid, as if there really was a path here.

Wang Yanxing’s reaction confirmed one thing for Xu Dengming: there was indeed a hidden rule in the current instance that “cognition affects observation results.”

For example, now, Wang Yanxing didn’t know about the existence of “Abandoned Factory Area No. 17,” so she couldn’t see this special path and could only be led by Xu Dengming.

The winding path, detectable by only one person, was completely inconsiderate of the walker’s comfort. 

Xu Dengming sometimes even had to climb over rocks or bushes.

The thorns on the plant leaves scratched both of their skin.

Forty-seven minutes later, Xu Dengming stopped in her tracks, wiped the sweat from her forehead, and surveyed the building before her. 

What had been a blank space before the turn was now unexpectedly covered by an old, rust-covered square factory complex.

Xu Dengming had no idea that the moment she saw the factory, cold announcements echoed throughout the area—

“Attention all staff, attention all staff, an unauthorized [beep—] has been detected entering a restricted zone. Please intercept immediately.”

“I repeat=…………”

After the announcement, faint rustling sounds emerged from behind the empty supermarket counters and the cafeteria windows.

Formless shadows began to stir.

Around the dormitory area, residents with pale faces and pitch-black eyes silently stood up, resembling coral swaying with the waves. 

They clustered densely together, winding their way toward a specific direction.

Outside the abandoned Factory No. 17, Xu Dengming suddenly turned around and looked behind her.

For some reason, an intense sense of unease rose in her heart.

The abandoned factory before her was eerily silent, as if it hadn’t been visited in a long time. 

Lush grass grew wildly around it, making the old factory blend completely into the background of the area. 

Even the path leading to it was nearly completely overgrown with weeds.

Xu Dengming led her classmate, who was almost losing their sense of direction, to the crumbling entrance of the factory.

The card had told her to head to the abandoned Factory No. 17 when she sensed danger. 

Indeed, the old building before her bore the number “17,” but there was more information beyond just the factory number.

Factory No. 17 had two entrances. 

The overgrown path connected to the entrance, forming a “T”-shaped fork.

According to the rules of the area, each fork would have a signpost, and this was no exception. 

At both entrances of the abandoned factory stood weathered signs.

The sign on the left read, “To Factory No. 17, please take the right path,” with a note in light blue text below: 

“Those heading to the factory must follow the guidance of the signs. Due to special circumstances, other paths pose unpredictable dangers.”

Xu Dengming then looked at the sign on the right, which read, “To Factory No. 17, please take the left path.” 

The note below was identical to the other sign.

After reading the information on both signs, even though Xu Dengming was filled with caution about the situation, she couldn’t help but smile.

Although she had followed the instructions on her employee card to get here, the information she had just received inevitably gave her the feeling that even if she had come to the abandoned Factory No. 17 out of a sense of danger, the person who left the instructions likely wasn’t doing so to save her from peril.

Xu Dengming suppressed her smile and looked up, quietly staring at the factory for a while.

Wang Yanxing turned to look at her roommate, sensing a familiar hint of mockery and provocation in her gaze.


After about a minute, Xu Dengming tilted her head and said to her roommate, “Packing our bags before leaving was definitely the right choice.”

As she spoke, she deftly took off her backpack and pulled out a hammer from inside.

It was a hammer obtained from a 100-point daily necessities kit, but it had been left unused for a long time due to the lack of opportunities to use it.





 
  Chapter 18: Glimpse





Xu Dengming calmly raised the hammer and walked to the midpoint between the two passages. 

With a forceful swing, he smashed it against the wall.

As a soon-to-be graduate whose major didn’t heavily rely on physical strength, Xu Dengming’s power was moderate. 

Under normal circumstances, swinging a tool like this with full force and no technique would likely cause minimal damage to the wall and instead result in a painful recoil.

However, the seemingly sturdy wall before him actually cracked open from her strike.

The wall crumbled with a loud crash, sending up a cloud of dust that obscured Wang Yanxing’s vision and made Xu Dengming’s silhouette appear particularly striking as if she were about to be reprimanded by the university on the spot.

Standing atop the rubble, Xu Dengming commented, “So fragile, no wonder it was abandoned.”

Having witnessed the entire scene, Wang Yanxing was at a loss for words. 

Her cognitive abilities were limited at the moment, and after realizing what had happened, she instinctively glanced around to ensure no one else had seen it. 

She breathed a sigh of relief, feeling somewhat fortunate that no one had witnessed this spectacle.

Moreover, Wang Yanxing tried to rationalize the situation, concluding that the wall’s collapse couldn’t be blamed on her classmate. 

After all, they were just ordinary, fragile college students worried about their future employment, entirely incapable of going head-to-head with industrial-grade structures. 

The wall’s collapse was likely due to its own poor quality.

Xu Dengming, however, wasn’t surprised that he had managed to break the wall. 

The sign had already made it clear the path before them wasn’t a simple “T” intersection but a “+” intersection with a hidden passageway.

When Xu Dengming faced left, the right side became the original center, and when he faced right, the original center was to his left. 

Thus, both signs essentially indicated moving straight ahead.

The entity that left the message wouldn’t design the wall to be overly sturdy if it wanted people to proceed straight.

What intrigued Xu Dengming was that once someone understood the meaning of the signs, another question naturally arose.

For example, why didn’t the signs describe the entry method more explicitly?

Xu Dengming felt that such deliberately vague expressions could themselves be seen as hints. 

The entity orchestrating all this was essentially telling her, someone who had the chance to uncover the hidden information, that her earlier speculation was correct-there were indeed two opposing forces within this instance.

The faint red text instructing temporary employees to head to the supermarket without lights was one force, while the faint blue text warning them not to go to the supermarket without lights was the other. 

From the current situation, it was clear that the latter was being suppressed.

Because it was suppressed, it couldn’t convey accurate information and had to resort to more subtle expressions, hoping someone would decipher the clues.

With this realization, Xu Dengming couldn’t ignore another question.

Since there were two opposing forces in this instance, would the more powerful faction simply turn a blind eye when she followed the faint blue text’s instructions to the abandoned factory area?

The answer was obvious-Xu Dengming activated his [Observer’s Eye] once more, glancing at the threads of fate surrounding him. 

Unsurprisingly, she found himself enveloped in misfortune.

The surrounding silent and crisp bushes seemed to come alive, transforming into some kind of enormous, shapeless creature that was quietly creeping toward this place, intending to envelop Xu Dengming.

In places unseen by Xu Dengming, temporary employees with snow-white faces had already stepped onto the grass, their pitch-black eyes gradually glowing.

They were searching.

They were close to finding.

A gentle breeze passed, causing the shadows of the trees to sway.

The suppression of Xu Dengming’s abilities by the dungeon was like the living expenses of an orphanage an invisible, heavy burden that never loosened its grip on her.  

After a brief glance, Xu Dengming immediately deactivated her skill and once again swung the hammer, expanding the hole to a size that would allow an adult to pass through.

The hammer was incredibly useful, truly a tool worthy of being drawn from the daily necessities pack.

After successfully opening the passage, Xu Dengming called over her classmate, whose face clearly expressed “this scene must never be discovered by the school or the company,” and they stepped through the hole into the factory area.

While the interior of the factory area was filled with unknowns, the outside was undoubtedly fraught with danger.

Xu Dengming moved slowly and cautiously. 

Fortunately, the information on the sign at the entrance was accurate the middle path, demonstrating its safety through complete silence.

After both of them had passed through the hole, the already dim light inside the factory area instantly darkened.

Without turning around, Xu Dengming knew that the hole she had just made had automatically refreshed, standing steadily on the correct path leading into the building.

From the outside, Factory Area 17 had returned to its original, unvisited state-lifeless, with no sign of anyone having been there. 

Three minutes after she entered the factory area, the temporary employees with snow-white faces finally arrived in this area. 

They opened their black eyes, their gazes shifting around before moving away again.

-If one were close enough, they would notice that the abandoned buildings in the open area had never been reflected in the eyes of the temporary employees.

The blue-lettered permissions kept the uninvited outside the target.

Compared to the vibrant and beautiful garden scenery filled with temporary employees outside, the interior of the factory area was covered in dust, cobwebs, nails, and scattered bricks.

Moving through an unfamiliar area made Wang Yanxing’s palms sweat slightly. 

She spoke in a very soft voice, as if worried that any louder noise might cause unnecessary trouble: “Is there no light here?”

Xu Dengming first shook her head, then realized something and asked, 

“Can you not see anything right now?”

Wang Yanxing replied, “It’s very dark around me.”

Her consciousness floated in the darkness before her, unable to feel herself or anyone else.

If it weren’t for being constantly pulled along, Wang Yanxing would have thought she was alone whenever Xu Dengming wasn’t speaking.

Xu Dengming wasn’t sure if Wang Yanxing couldn’t see because she hadn’t discovered the hidden information on the employee card or because she lacked special abilities. 

If she had to guess, she thought the former was more likely, as the power behind the pale blue text could arrange for people to come but couldn’t ensure they had good eyesight.

Wang Yanxing whispered, “Can I turn on my phone’s flashlight?”

Xu Dengming also whispered in response, “It’s better not to.”

Since the sign indicated that she was on a safe path, perhaps the darkness was also an essential condition for ensuring safety.

In certain situations, the inability to see can actually be a form of protection.

Xu Dengming continued to move forward. 

Although she could vaguely make out her surroundings, her vision was extremely blurry. 

With each step, she had to maintain enough focus to avoid leading herself and her classmates onto a path filled with sharp obstacles.

She carefully navigated around piles of miscellaneous items that were too complex to categorize, except as trash, and finally arrived at a relatively open area.

In the center of this area stood a solitary workbench.

Compared to the haphazardly discarded garbage in the factory area, the workbench before her exuded a sense of meticulous order. 

Gloves, screwdrivers, hammers, and other tools that had clearly been used were neatly arranged in their designated places.

Xu Dengming made no move upon discovering the new items.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to react, but in the moment of observation, her attention was completely captivated by the object at the center of the workbench.

The instant she laid eyes on it, Xu Dengming became like a drop of water in the desert, her rationality rapidly evaporating under the scorching sun.

Her mind was undergoing a searing, turbulent ordeal.

Beside her, Wang Yanxing, who couldn’t see the surroundings, remained unaware. 

She only noticed that her classmate had suddenly stopped and was trembling slightly.

Intuition told Wang Yanxing that Xu Dengming’s trembling wasn’t out of fear but rather an effort to suppress something.

Indeed, Xu Dengming was struggling to hold back.

It felt as though ants were swarming into her brain, causing sharp, fine pains at her temples. 

The images in her vision suddenly expanded, then contracted, twisting into irregular shapes and lines. 

She wanted to scream, to flail her limbs wildly, to cut into her flesh with a sharp object, to watch crimson liquid gush from her veins.

Xu Dengming’s body continued to tremble uncontrollably. 

Her veins bulged, and tiny red spots appeared on her skin. 

Moist liquid seeped from the corners of her eyes and nostrils.

Her senses, once confined to her body, had amplified hundreds of times, extending from the factory area to the outside. 

She saw “insects” rustling through the bushes, aimlessly searching for their target. 

Then, as if sensing some omen, the “ants” collectively bent their heads back at a ninety-degree angle, their pale faces turned toward the sky, their eyes wide open as if searching for another pair of eyes floating in the air.

In the darkness.

After stepping into the darkness, Wang Yanxing gradually lost her perception of the surrounding environment. 

The only thing that gave her a sense of reality now was her companion beside her.

She tried to grasp Xu Dengming’s hand and found it damp with sweat.

The two didn’t speak. 

At first, Wang Yanxing could only hear Xu Dengming’s breathing, followed by the rapid “thump, thump, thump” of her heartbeat.

Even as her rationality and common sense were being stripped away, Wang Yanxing knew that the human body had its limits.

At this moment, Xu Dengming’s limit was like an old dam under the force of a flood, inevitably on the verge of collapse.

Her heartbeat grew increasingly dense and powerful, reminiscent of the chaotic downpour of a summer storm. 

Even without seeing it, one could feel its intensity.

The heavy raindrops pattered noisily against the window.

Wang Yanxing thought, if it were a torrential downpour, she could go and lend an umbrella to a classmate.

But here, what could she do?

Living together in university had deepened Wang Yanxing’s understanding of her peers, such as Xu Dengming. 

In Wang’s eyes, Xu Dengming was someone who really disliked giving up.

Campus life at E University was not always smooth sailing. 

Xu Dengming often encountered unexpected situations, yet she never appeared flustered.

She always responded promptly, always well-prepared.

In the darkness, Wang Yanxing carefully observed her roommate’s reactions.


Xu Dengming was not one to resign herself to fate. 

Even when time was pressing, she would inevitably want to take some action.

Wang Yanxing felt that Xu Dengming might have considered the remedial measures after losing the ability to move before leaving. 





 
  Chapter 19: Box Of Destiny





After being deprived of a certain amount of cognitive ability, the brain became like a gear buried under rust, each movement causing an unbearable weight from the depths of the soul.

The rust on the gear flaked off as it began to move belatedly. 

If Wang Yanxing viewed her brain as a semi-abandoned machine, she should now feel the machine’s creaking lament from overexertion.

Wang Yanxing could recognize that her classmate needed help, yet she didn’t overestimate her medical knowledge in the urgency of the situation, fully aware that she alone couldn’t effectively manage her classmate’s condition.

What else could she try?

The gears of thought continued to turn, the rust gradually peeling away.

Finally, Wang Yanxing grasped a spark of inspiration—before entering this strange building, Xu Dengming had mentioned that she was glad she had packed her backpack before leaving.

So, the backpack must contain items Xu Dengming thought would be useful later.

In the darkness, Wang Yanxing opened the backpack based on her residual memory and carefully felt around inside.

Her fingertips touched something hard and cool-a small glass bottle containing liquid. 

From its shape and texture, which reminded her of an infusion bottle, it was highly likely that it contained medicine.

Wang Yanxing carefully placed the bottle into the trembling palm of Xu Dengming.

When her rationality was eroded by “seeing,” Xu Dengming was plunged into a vortex of collapsing reason.

Xu Dengming hadn’t forgotten that she carried [Primary Healing Potions]. 

Just in case, she had placed two bottles in the system and one in her backpack. 

…Then she encountered the terrible situation where her entire ability to act was “banned.”

The healing potion, which she could normally retrieve with a thought, now seemed a thousand miles away.

Self-control had drained all her strength, yet it still wasn’t enough. 

The moment she saw the objects on the workbench, a flood of indecipherable information began to pour into her brain.

Layer upon layer.

The external information was endless, forcibly occupying every corner of Xu Dengming’s mind, pushing her own consciousness to the very bottom.

Xu Dengming vaguely understood the reason for her dire situation “seeing,” which should have been her advantage, had now become her disadvantage.

Instinct could not be restrained.

But for Xu Dengming, while “seeing” was an instinct, “fate” was another instinct deeply rooted in her soul.

Beads of sweat dripped from her forehead, the wetness in her eyes grew stronger, and the taste of rust filled her throat. 

An invisible box opened in the void-

Gathering her last remnants of rationality, Xu Dengming finally managed to unfold [The Box of Fate].

In an instant, she had temporarily sealed away the fate of her “evaporated rationality.”

As the box closed, the moth-like buzzing in her ears immediately became distant and blurred. 

Her forehead felt icy cold, and her damp hair clung messily to it.

Xu Dengming was like a drowning person who had finally taken a breath of air at the last moment.

However, this breath wouldn’t last long, its stinginess instantly reminding Xu Dengming of the black-market bosses she had encountered before.

Memories. 

[The Box of Fate], like [The Eye of Observation], had been suppressed by the dungeon. 

Her shielding of her own misfortune would only last for two to three seconds.

Seizing the brief respite, Xu Dengming immediately opened her system and, racing against time, took out a [Healing Potion]. 

At the same time, another identical potion was thrust into her hand.

[System: User has used [Healing Potion (Basic)]. 

Condition restored. 

[Resistance to &%#$ increased by 20% for 30 seconds.] 

[System: User has used [Healing Potion (Basic)]. 

Condition restored. 

[Resistance to &%#$ increased by 10% for 30 seconds.] 

After downing two potions in quick succession, Xu Dengming felt about eighty percent recovered.

Three seconds later, Xu Dengming released her fate. 

Fortunately, she had already averted her gaze from the workbench, and with her resistance boosted, she successfully avoided the self-reflection of “why did I fall into the same pit twice.”

Xu Dengming controlled her gaze, preventing it from moving forward. 

Though she couldn’t continue to look, the brief glance had forced her to memorize the general situation on the workbench.

What lay on the workbench resembled a piece of dead “flesh.”

Xu Dengming could only recall the approximate position of the “dead flesh,” but she couldn’t vividly reconstruct its color, shape, or texture in her mind. 

If she tried to recall too vividly, the sensation of her rationality evaporating under the flood of information would return.

In the midst of misfortune, there was a silver lining. 

Much of the information that had been unexpectedly forced into her mind was related to the current dungeon. 

Xu Dengming now vaguely understood the nature of the “dead flesh” before her and what she needed to do next.

The faction represented by the pale blue prompt wanted Xu Dengming to take the “dead flesh” and place it elsewhere. 

The earlier incident had been purely accidental; they hadn’t intended to directly erode the person responsible for removing the “dead flesh.” 

If not for Xu Dengming’s unique eyes, the information she received would likely have remained at a level that was extremely irritating but not enough to drive her completely insane.

Through a twist of fate, she had managed to calm down from the brink of madness.

Xu Dengming lowered her head slightly, as if carefully observing the texture of the floor. 

Maintaining this humble and reserved posture, she stepped closer to the workbench and then flipped over a pair of thick, dust-covered gloves from the side of the bench and put them on.

These gloves had been forgotten with the abandonment of Factory Area 17, only to be rediscovered and put to use today.

The information that had flooded her mind told Xu Dengming that the thick gloves could temporarily isolate the effects of the “dead flesh” on the holder, with an effective duration of about 10 minutes.

The dark air was filled with a chilling coldness, growing increasingly intense, as if the red faction was issuing a warning.

Xu Dengming pressed her right ear, as if trying to block out the noise around her.

At this point, she no longer had the luxury of hesitation. 

After entering the abandoned Factory Area 17, Xu Dengming was destined not to side with the faction represented by the pale red prompt.

Her reserved demeanor contrasted sharply with her decisive actions. 

She reached out and accurately picked up the “dead flesh” from the table.

“Buzz-“

The eruption of a volcano, the flow of magma, and the sound akin to the flapping of moth wings exploded in Xu Dengming’s ears in an instant. 

Behind her, Wang Yanxing’s gaze remained fixed.

She was stunned, lifting her head in confusion, gazing into the void as if searching for something.

Outside the abandoned factory area No. 17, the pale-faced reserve employees began to stir. 

More and more people turned their attention to the forbidden zone of the abandoned factory area No. 17, which should not have been seen by the ignorant.

The “dead flesh” could be considered a battery for the instance. 

When the “dead flesh” left the workbench, the pale blue protection over the factory area gradually disappeared, and the entire compound began to feel as if its restraints were loosening.

The wind that once swept across the land vanished, yet the green bushes started to sway.

Without needing to rely on the temporary employee card for further prompts, Xu Dengming knew she could leave through the back door now, and the factory area would use its remaining strength to block the hostile reserve employees as much as possible.

At her speed, she could complete everything required by the pale blue text in about five minutes.

The “dead flesh” was heavier than it appeared. 

Even with gloves as a barrier, a numbing sensation began to spread from the palm of Xu Dengming’s hand where it made contact with the “dead flesh.”

With nearly half her arm paralyzed, the corner of Xu Dengming’s lips curled up, and she let out a soft chuckle.

Her voice carried an unmistakable tone of mockery.

Xu Dengming: “No wonder they immediately united to shut down the employees’ thinking abilities upon entering. If even a tenth of their suspicion remained at critical moments, it would be hard to ensure they’d continue to act according to the prompts.”

As for Xu Dengming, who retained all her suspicion, her choice was self-evident.

Xu Dengming didn’t run away. 

Instead, she used her free hand to grab Wang Yanxing, ensuring her classmate wouldn’t lose direction in the chaos, and then placed the “dead flesh” into her system space.

She decided to take the item herself, neither handing it over to the blue faction nor the red faction.

[System: Detecting???……]

The system, usually adept at staying silent, began to flood with garbled code due to the user’s sudden action. 

The personal space turned into a soup pot placed on a stove, its lid continuously lifted by the steam, constantly at risk of being blown off entirely.

The power of the “dead flesh” was too strong. 

The system bluntly showed its limitations, unable to suppress it for long.

Xu Dengming and the system were bound together, and the steam escaping from the pot directly touched her.

A heavy, strange, and chaotic force began to flow into Xu Dengming’s body.

She became like a leaf, passively swept into a turbulent river, rising with the waves at times and sinking rapidly at others.

The river continuously impacted Xu Dengming’s soul, flowing through her veins. 

Countless destinies unfolded before her eyes, intricate details like stars entangled in long threads of mist.

Without Xu Dengming actively opening it, the [Eye of Observation] naturally opened without any effort.

A long glow flowed at the bottom of Xu Dengming’s vision, and bright red blood slowly trickled down from the corner of her eye. 

A sound akin to a mirror shattering echoed in the void, and in that instant, Xu Dengming accurately captured the change in her own destiny. 

She successfully intercepted the most crucial part of her and Wang Yanxing’s destinies and sealed them into an invisible box.

The box could only store the destinies of two targets at most, and the duration was shorter than when storing just one person’s destiny. 

If it weren’t for Xu Dengming…

She tossed the “dead flesh” into her system space, causing the dungeon to show signs of losing control and collapsing. 

Her attempt was doomed to fail from the very beginning.

Even so, manipulating fate with such precision was not something Xu Dengming could normally achieve.

However, while the “dead flesh” eroded her rationality, it also enhanced the effectiveness of her abilities.

What Xu Dengming had sealed away was the part of fate that was “in the Nest Park.”

An ant that had “been climbing uphill” would stop in its tracks, and a trainee employee who had “been in the Nest Park” would naturally be ejected from the dungeon.

Xu Dengming felt the scene before her eyes distort and overlap. 

The No. 17 abandoned factory area completed the entire process of collapse and weathering in just a few seconds, turning into a pile of fine sand.

Some of the sand fell on Xu Dengming’s clothes, while some passed through her body.

The sign at the entrance could no longer serve as a barrier. 

The trainee employees with snow-white faces approached their target expressionlessly, one after another, stretching their necks toward the person who had hidden the “dead flesh.”

Drifting coral polyps were foraging in the seawater, their transparent tentacles fluttering in the air.

At the moment she was submerged by the coral polyps, Xu Dengming saw sunlight.

It was sunlight from the real world, outside the dungeon.

Normally, once Xu Dengming ended her interception of fate, the target would return to their original life trajectory. 

But when she left the dungeon, the “dead flesh” was also taken out of the dungeon. 

After the connection between the two was severed, the place that had trapped them lost a significant portion of its power, greatly reducing the inevitability of Xu Dengming’s fate of “being in the Nest Park.”

This unfortunate fate was erased from Xu Dengming’s life as abruptly as a car accident.

The moment she escaped the dungeon, Xu Dengming also felt the “dead flesh” struggle weaken, and it was completely suppressed by the backpack in just a few seconds.

Xu Dengming felt the newly acquired power and adrenaline drain from her body-the threads of fate disappeared, and her skills returned to their original state.

[System: Alert temporarily lifted after detection.]

The prompt that refreshed at this moment was brief and dry, inexplicably giving Xu Dengming a sense of listlessness.

Of course, as the one who had recklessly retrieved the dangerous item, Xu Dengming could understand the system’s feelings…

[System: Due to an unknown attack, the system will undergo restorative maintenance. Some functions may experience delays during this period.]

The system mercilessly blocked the unreliable user. 

After confirming her successful escape, Xu Dengming finally had the strength to survey her surroundings.

She was lying in a pile of straw that emitted a strange odor, temporarily weakened from overusing her skills.

Besides Wang Yanxing, there were other people nearby.

One of them was wearing a familiar uniform, with a black jacket and boots, and a management bureau emblem hanging on her chest. 


When she saw Xu and Wang beside her, her eyes were filled with astonishment. 

Almost at the same time, a large number of surviving employees appeared around them.

After a full three seconds, the officer in black uniform finally reported through the walkie-talkie on her collar, 

“Team leader, a large number of survivors have been discovered in the LA-8769 area.”



 
  Chapter 20: Zhao Bainiao





The white curtain shielded the person on the hospital bed but couldn’t mask the scent of disinfectant in the air.

Xu Dengming lay peacefully on the bed, eyes closed, resting. 

After a while, feeling utterly bored, she picked up the morning newspaper she had borrowed from the head nurse to pass the time.

Nest Park wasn’t an ideal place for job hunting. 

Although Xu Dengming had only stayed there for less than two days, it had already plunged her into an indefinite sick leave. 

Her physical injuries weren’t severe, but the mental erosion she had suffered wouldn’t heal quickly.

Ordinary medical facilities weren’t equipped to handle the effects of abnormal forces. 

Fortunately, Xu Dengming was currently staying at the Seventh Hospital, directly under the Administration Bureau. 

The Bureau’s staff had brought her here immediately after discovering her and generously assured her that all subsequent expenses would be covered by the Bureau.

Not having to spend extra money on treatment was a relief for Xu Dengming’s finances. 

However, as a native who was deeply familiar with the welfare system of Triangle Banyan City, she had a gut feeling that the “Administration Bureau” responsible for the Seventh Hospital was different from what she knew, more akin to the polished image portrayed in the media.

For instance, the newspaper in her hands featured a front-page report on Lou Qiuyue, the Bureau’s director, discussing how to enhance the city’s competitiveness and improve residents’ well-being.

The photo showed Mr. Lou in a sharp suit, young and handsome, with an elegant smile that was instantly likable.

Xu Dengming flipped to the section on livelihood and economy, intending to check the recent changes in the city’s prices.

During her two days in the hospital, apart from the medical staff, Xu Dengming hadn’t interacted with anyone else, including the “Bureau employee” who had discovered them.

She understood why they hadn’t come to question her immediately after she had taken the “dead flesh” out of the instance, Nest Park had rapidly collapsed due to the lack of energy, ejecting a large number of surviving prospective employees. 

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing had blended in among them, naturally not standing out.

She calculated that they would likely wait until the preliminary investigation into Nest Park was complete and the survivors were mostly settled before coming to ask for details.

The sunlight in the ward was particularly pleasant today.

As Xu Dengming read the newspaper, a nurse came in to take her temperature.

Nurse: “Your temperature is normal. Someone from the Administration Bureau will visit at 3:30 PM today. You can adjust your free activity time by an hour, either earlier or later.”

Xu Dengming nodded: “Let’s make it later.”

The nurse noted her request and wheeled the cart out of the room.

At 3:25 PM, a knock came five minutes before the scheduled time.

Without waiting for the patient to respond, the door opened from the outside. 

The Bureau employee assigned to visit Xu Dengming was a young man under thirty, wearing gold-rimmed glasses.

Xu Dengming had seen him two days ago. 

His name was Zhao Bainiao, and he had introduced himself as an ordinary clerical worker in the Bureau. 

He had immediately contacted his colleagues to send Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing to the Seventh Hospital after discovering them.

Xu Dengming’s intuition told her that, among all his self-introductions, only the word “human” was somewhat believable.

Today, Zhao Bainiao was also wearing a uniform, but in a more casual manner. 

His jacket was left open, and the sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. 

There were some ink stains on the edges of his palms, as if he had just come from his office.

Zhao Bainiao nodded slightly, “Hello, how’s your mental state now…” 

Before officially starting today’s inquiry, Zhao Bainiao, as usual, wanted to further confirm the survivor’s mental condition. 

However, his words faltered slightly when he noticed Xu Dengming’s actions.

When Zhao Bainiao entered, Xu Dengming was reading a newspaper, which was spread out on the snow-white blanket. 

The headlines on the page were “How to Actively Guide Enterprises in Innovation” and “Boosting Employment Rates is Urgent, All Departments Must Do Their Part in Guidance.” 

At the bottom, there were some marked job postings.

The probability of an ordinary person not developing mental issues after being trapped in a dungeon for over a day was zero. 

Zhao Bainiao had just heard from the medical department that one survivor had almost fully recovered, but he hadn’t believed it until now, witnessing firsthand the resilience of this individual’s mental strength.

Moreover, Zhao Bainiao remembered that this group of students had accidentally entered the dungeon while job hunting.

Unexpectedly, even after experiencing life-threatening danger, Xu Dengming remained so focused on the employment situation, as if the experience in Nest Park had left no psychological scars on her.

Zhao Bainiao changed his greeting, “Looking for a job?”

Xu Dengming put the newspaper aside, “My phone’s dead, the signal in the ward is often nonexistent, and it seems this place doesn’t provide novels for patients. There aren’t many options to pass the time here.”

Zhao Bainiao knew very well that the hospital, ostensibly under the Public Security Administration, actually belonged to the Special Affairs Bureau. 

In theory, not only novels but even newspapers shouldn’t be provided. 

He wasn’t sure where Xu Dengming had found the newspaper, but it was likely a personal favor from the medical staff.

He glanced at Xu Dengming, thinking her condition had indeed recovered well, fully meeting the standard for questioning.

Before coming here, Zhao Bainiao had learned something from his colleagues in the secretariat-

This student named Xu Dengming wasn’t entering the dungeon for the first time, and her performance during her last entry had been quite impressive, making a significant contribution to increasing the number of survivors.

Human mental resilience is like muscle strength; it can be improved through training. 

This explains why Xu Dengming appeared calmer than others after leaving the dungeon. 

Although she also needed bed rest, she didn’t show any signs of violence or loss of control.

Zhao Bainiao thought, although as an employee of the Special Affairs Bureau, he shouldn’t wish for ordinary citizens to frequently encounter unexpected situations, with Xu Dengming’s potential, if she could enter the dungeon a few more times, she might become the rising star the bureau was eager to recruit.

Today, besides observing her condition, Zhao Bainiao wanted to record Xu Dengming’s experience in Nest Park.

Without waiting for an invitation, Zhao Bainiao pulled up a chair and sat down by Xu Dengming’s bed, crossing his legs and said, 

“You seem to be recovering well.”

Xu Dengming replied, “Actually, I think I’m ready to be discharged, but unfortunately, the doctors here have a different opinion.”

Zhao Bainiao: “Observing for a couple more days will give us more peace of mind.” 

He then added, “Actually, the reason I came here is to ask how you entered the Nest Industrial Park, what you experienced inside, and how you eventually got out.”

His intentions were completely within expectations. 

Xu Dengming first took a sip of water, then began recounting her experience starting from the promotional seminar all the way to her visit to the No. 1 Clean Room. 

As for the incident in the No. 17 abandoned factory area, she only briefly mentioned it, attributing it to the sudden chaos that occurred in the park that afternoon.

She wasn’t too worried about Wang Yanxing giving anything away. 

This instance had consistently been at the forefront of eroding the participants’ logical abilities, causing significant damage to the survivors’ rationality. 

Even Xu Dengming, after coming out, felt that her memories had become somewhat blurred and chaotic. 

It was even harder for the other students whose cognitive abilities had been severely compromised to recall the entire experience clearly.

Moreover, Xu Dengming had visited Wang Yanxing, who was also recuperating at the Seventh Hospital, the day before. 

Wang’s condition was pretty much as she had expected many things were now just vague impressions.

This was probably a form of psychological self-protection.

After they had talked for a while, Xu Dengming added some personal insights to the objective events:

 “Looking back now, we felt extremely tired even during the promotional seminar. This might have been a tactic to lower the participants’ guard.”

Early in the conversation, Zhao Bainiao had turned on a recording device while also taking notes himself. 

His demeanor was somewhat casual, but his expression was very serious.

Xu Dengming then shifted her tone and added a caveat to her account: “However, after leaving, my headache hasn’t gone away, and my memories of many experiences aren’t clear enough. I can’t be sure if there are any inaccuracies in what I’ve just described. It would be best for you to compare my account with others’ later.”

The other party was very considerate and straightforward, unafraid of being compared with others. 

Zhao Bainiao casually responded, “Don’t worry, actually, what you remember is already exceptionally clear and detailed.”

Xu Dengming immediately picked up on the underlying meaning in Zhao Bainiao’s words-under normal circumstances, survivors of similar instances wouldn’t have such vivid memories of their experiences.

Since they had touched on this topic, Xu Dengming took the opportunity to inquire about her former colleagues: 

“I wonder how the other students are doing now?”

Perhaps because Nest Corporation, despite not caring much about the safety of its employees, was indeed as large as they had claimed during the promotional seminar, this instance involved too many people. 

Many survivors had been dispersed across different hospital wards, and Xu Dengming rarely saw anyone, making it difficult for her to gather the information she needed.

Zhao Bainiao pondered for a moment, thinking it best not to worry ordinary residents too much, and finally shared what he could: 

“Many survivors have suffered psychological trauma, though the severity varies. Those with milder cases are already recovering, and the overall progress is good. The more severe cases will need to be observed for a while longer.”

He didn’t specify how long the severe cases would need to be observed, and Xu Dengming didn’t ask.

Xu Dengming adjusted the angle of her pillow: “While recuperating, I’ve been wondering why it was me who encountered such abnormal events.”

Zhao Bainiao: “According to statistics, people who have encountered similar situations in the past are more likely to experience the same circumstances again in the future.”

Upon hearing this, Xu Dengming slightly raised an eyebrow.

Zhao Bainiao added, “Of course, the higher probability is only relative to ordinary people. Generally speaking, even if someone has entered a dungeon before, the frequency of entering dungeons again won’t be too outrageous.”

Xu Dengming pressed her temple: “…After I’m discharged, I’ll remember to find a website to offer incense.”

In this era, few buildings related to metaphysics have been preserved. 

However, some websites like to provide psychological comfort to visitors under the banner of “sincerity leads to miracles,” offering ways to turn misfortune into fortune.

After the conversation ended, Zhao Bainiao stood up and opened his briefcase, carefully attaching something resembling tape to the four walls.

“Next, I have some tests to conduct,” Zhao Bainiao said. 

“The tests are harmless, so don’t be nervous.”

Xu Dengming’s gaze lingered on Zhao Bainiao’s face for a moment longer before she nodded: “Alright.”

After finishing with the tape, Zhao Bainiao took out something similar to a test strip.

Zhao Bainiao: “Next, you just need to place your hand on it and wait quietly. There’s no need to do anything extra during this time. If the color of the paper changes later, don’t be surprised.”

Xu Dengming possessed special abilities and a game system. 

She stared at the test strip in front of her, curious whether this item could uncover her secrets.

She followed Zhao Bainiao’s instructions and placed her finger on the device.

The test strip appeared very smooth, but upon contact, it felt slightly prickly and itchy. 

Xu Dengming couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t her finger that had been placed on the test strip, but rather the test strip that had attached itself to her finger.


The discomfort lasted only a brief moment before disappearing entirely. 

A thought inexplicably flashed through Xu Dengming’s mind—that this paper-like device might have been designed with reference to the feeding mechanism of leeches, except instead of drawing blood, it absorbed special abilities.

She stared at her fingers very carefully and slowly a mist like a thread of fate flashed across her fingertips.

The mist was in contact with the test paper for a long time, but the color of the back didn’t change and Zhao Bainiao did not react at all.



 
  Chapter 21: Azalea Bird





From Zhao Bainiao’s expression, which showed no obvious fluctuations, Xu Dengming received a message that the other party had not detected the aura of fate emanating from the paper.

She didn’t intend to hide her curiosity and asked straightforwardly, “What is this paper, and what does it do?”

Zhao Bainiao examined the pristine test paper for a while longer, confirming that the tool truly showed no changes, before answering with a hint of disappointment, 

“It’s a ‘test paper’ specifically used to determine the category of someone’s abilities.” 

He added, “Most college students have read novels or watched movies from Rose City, so you’ve probably heard of superpowers, right?”

Xu Dengming: “I don’t watch many movies, but I’ve heard of superpowers.”

Zhao Bainiao spoke in a very serious tone: “Superpowers actually exist, but not many people know about them.”

Xu Dengming thought for a moment: “If it’s just bending spoons, I can do that without superpowers.”

Zhao Bainiao twitched his mouth: “…I’m talking about real special powers, the kind that don’t appear in public reports. You’ve now experienced something extraordinary yourself, so you should understand that there are indeed phenomena in the world that science can’t explain.”

Xu Dengming nodded with a polite smile: “Unfortunately, I’m well aware of that.”

Zhao Bainiao: “Some people awaken special powers because of this. The bureau has spent many years collecting data on relevant individuals and eventually discovered that different people’s abilities can be categorized into a limited number of types.” 

“To make it easier to identify the type of ability a person has, we developed this test paper for classification.”

Xu Dengming: “What are the usual categories?”

Zhao Bainiao smiled, this time not giving a direct answer, and only said, 

“Why don’t you try imagining it yourself based on the tropes of literary works?”

Since literary works were mentioned, Xu Dengming thought there would at least be healing and combat professions, and within combat professions, there might even be further divisions like warriors and mages.

But why hadn’t the test paper detected that she was also an ability user?

Xu Dengming asked again, “What about situations like Nest Park? Can they be categorized too?”

Zhao Bainiao: “They can, but instances are more complex.” 

He added, “Actually, based on our judgment, someone as mentally resilient as you has great potential to awaken.”

Xu Dengming first thanked Zhao Bainiao for the compliment, then said, “I’d like to hear more.”

Zhao Bainiao: “Take Nest Park, which you’ve experienced, as an example. When you were inside, you felt your cognitive abilities gradually weaken. This is because the Nest instance erodes the rationality of its participants. But if an ability user enters, the instance will prioritize eroding their abilities.”

This was more or less in line with Xu Dengming’s speculation.

After all, the reason she had been able to realize something was wrong was because [Observer’s Eye] and [Box of Fate] had taken the brunt of the instance’s damage to her mind.

Xu Dengming leaned back on the soft pillow and commented, 

“I don’t really like instances that affect cognitive abilities.”

Hearing this, Zhao Bainiao immediately felt that Xu Dengming was truly a young person full of love in her heart.

-After all, most people dislike all instances.

Zhao Bainiao: “Actually, if you don’t want to keep encountering such things, try to stay in densely populated areas more often. It’ll be safer.”

Xu Dengming raised her eyebrows: “I originally thought that E University’s campus wasn’t too desolate.”

She had entered the dungeon three times. 

Except for the first time, which was in the suburbs and gave her a chance to reshape her worldview, the other two times had enough passersby to help her adjust her understanding of the world.

Zhao Bainiao coughed dryly: “…I was speaking in general terms.”

Xu Dengming forced a slight smile from the corner of her lips: “Thanks for the reminder, I’ll keep that in mind in the future.” 

She then added, “I also wanted to ask, why are densely populated areas safer?”

Zhao Bainiao vaguely replied: “You could say that the city management has taken some necessary measures.”

-Ever since some awakened individuals skilled in crafting invented the [Suppressor], a device that reduces the risk of dungeons appearing and can suppress specific types of abilities, such tools have been widely used in various cities. 

Unfortunately, items with extraordinary powers must be made from special materials and consume a massive amount of energy when activated, making mass production currently impossible.

After finishing her explanation, Zhao Bainiao stood up and checked the time on his phone. 

There were still forty minutes left before he was off duty. 

The Seventh Hospital was too far from Azalea Street, and he was too lazy to go back to the bureau, so he simply sat down again by the hospital bed and chatted with Xu Dengming.

After all, communicating with survivors was also an important part of the Special Affairs Bureau’s work, so it didn’t count as  neglecting his duties.

Zhao Bainiao twirled the recording pen in his hand. 

The Special Affairs Bureau had many confidentiality clauses, and he didn’t want to accidentally leak any crucial secrets during the conversation, so he decided to firmly control the direction of the discussion by saying: 

“Can you share your thoughts on this dungeon?”

Actually, the Special Affairs Bureau had specialized personnel responsible for dungeon analysis, and survivors usually only needed to describe their experiences.

When he asked the question, Zhao Bainiao didn’t expect to get any particularly constructive opinions from Xu Dengming.

However, Xu Dengming seemed like a very serious and outstanding student, which piqued Zhao Bainiao’s interest, and he decided to test the other’s logical abilities.

During bureau meetings, it had been emphasized that when researching dungeons, it was important to gather clues from different perspectives. 

Xu Dengming’s calmness made Zhao Bainiao curious, and he wanted to know if the student’s perspective on the dungeon would differ from that of the Special Affairs Bureau staff.

Xu Dengming leaned quietly against the pillow, her gaze slightly unfocused, as if she was reminiscing. 

After a few seconds, she softly uttered two words:

“Azalea.”

Zhao Bainiao was momentarily stunned and instinctively asked: “What?”

Xu Dengming: “I think some of the participants in the dungeon remind me of azaleas.”

Azaleas are a type of bird with a very wide distribution, and they have survived even after the Great Catastrophe. 

They don’t build their own nests but instead lay their eggs in the nests of other birds.

Azalea eggs hatch very quickly, usually breaking out of their shells earlier than the host’s eggs. 

Once hatched, the azalea chicks push the host’s eggs out of the nest.

The eggs fell from a high altitude, the yolk and egg white mixing together, the fragile shells shattering all over the ground.

The splattered flesh spread like a carpet on the cement ground, the vibrant lawn stained red.

Xu Dengming: “…When we first entered the dungeon, there wasn’t much difference among the preparatory employees, but some of them were influenced…”

The sound echoed, transforming from a host bird into a cuckoo.”

Halfway through listening, Zhao Bainiao once again turned on his recorder. 

Xu Dengming: “Just like different schools have different rules, cuckoos have their own rules, and host birds have theirs. The difference is that students know which school they belong to before they follow the rules, but bird eggs don’t.”

At this point, she smiled again, her voice softening: “The prospective employees entering the park don’t even know they might be a bird egg.” 

Zhao Bainiao gripped his pen, suddenly feeling that his name was a bit unfair to the mental state of the student before him.

If he had known, the Special Affairs Bureau should have sent a team member with ‘cat’ in their name to ward off bad luck.

Xu Dengming: “The park is full of many forks in the road, each with a signpost, some with notes. I later noticed that the notes on the signposts could be contradictory.” 

“For example, when we first entered the park, a light blue note told us not to enter the supermarket without lights, but a light red note told us we could enter without lights.”

Zhao Bainiao realized: “Following the notes of different colors would turn them into different types of bird eggs.”

Xu Dengming’s voice was soft: “That’s what I think.” 

She added, “There must be many people who saw the red notes. Those employees, influenced by the cuckoo, would try to hatch themselves. I guess that to successfully hatch and prove they’ve truly become cuckoo chicks, they need to meet certain conditions-like completely clearing out the other eggs in the nest.”

Cuckoos have their own habits, and following the red note rules only puts the prospective employees in a state between cuckoo and host bird. 

When the sound of the host egg breaking is heard, a new cuckoo is born.

Zhao Bainiao recalled Xu Dengming’s description of the dungeon experience and solemnly confirmed: 

“You mean, those who fell were actually pushed out by their roommates?”

He didn’t realize that she now looked exactly like he did when discussing issues with experienced colleagues at the Special Affairs Bureau.

As a seasoned investigator, Zhao Bainiao shouldn’t have so easily accepted the views of an ordinary resident, especially one so young and completely new to dealing with abnormal events.

But Zhao Bainiao could also sense that Xu Dengming’s words were filled with convincing power, her hypotheses bold yet reasonable. 

To not want to learn more after hearing this would be a disservice to his career prospects.

Xu Dengming: “I heard the sound of windows closing. When someone first fell from a window, many people opened their windows to look. Actually, you could see the situation on the cement ground from inside the room, but the prospective employees were too panicked and curious, so they all leaned closer.” 

“After knowing what happened outside, they quickly closed their windows. Later, everyone gradually became numb and no longer opened the windows to look at the ground.”

“But when I stood by the window, I could still hear the sound of nearby windows closing.”

Zhao Bainiao: “…So you think that those who closed the windows were the ones who pushed the deceased out?”

Xu Dengming nodded, “The possibility is quite high.”

She remembered that someone had also fallen onto the cement ground at night. 

Upon hearing the sound of a heavy object hitting the ground, Xu Dengming immediately walked to the window and then heard someone nearby closing their window.

If the person who closed the window, like Xu Dengming, had approached the window after hearing something unusual outside, she would have first heard the sound of the window opening, followed by the sound of it closing.

However, Xu Dengming only heard the latter sound. 

So, once her thinking ability returned, she immediately realized that this meant a nearby window had already been opened before she approached her own window.

The person who opened the window wasn’t doing so to observe the situation outside but rather to reduce the number of occupants in the dormitory.

As for the possibility that the person had been standing by the window to get some fresh air and only closed it upon seeing someone fall, Xu Dengming dismissed this as well. 


In a more normal company, there might be employees who couldn’t sleep at night and got up to vent their negative emotions under the night sky. 

However, the Nest Park had thoughtfully added a debuff to all newcomers, causing mental sluggishness and a lack of motivation to do anything other than follow the company’s demands. 

Xu Dengming found it hard to imagine that these employees would choose such a silent and normal way to express their happiness.





 
  Chapter 22: Dead Meat





“From the rationality of the hints, the blue text seems more like the native inhabitants of the instance, while the red text leans towards external forces,” 

Xu Dengming explained. “I once found a notice in the dormitory building’s first floor, written in red, about adjusting the number of people in the dorms.” 

“Those dorms were originally six-person rooms, then changed to four-person, and finally to double rooms. It’s easy to tell from the color that the red text was the main force behind these adjustments.”

Zhao Bainiao added, “Because double rooms are most advantageous for the cuckoos.”

When the dorms were changed to double rooms, it became easiest to meet the condition of “only one survivor remains in a multi-person dorm.” 

Those who wanted to become cuckoo chicks only needed to eliminate one roommate to break free from their shell.

Thus, a large number of cuckoos were born.

Zhao Bainiao touched his ear, feeling as if the soft chirping sounds were right beside him.

In the nest, healthy chicks with damp wings, just able to stand upright, instinctively began pushing eggs. 

They knew exactly what they were doing, clearing out competitors would make the cuckoos stronger.

In the confrontation, the blue text gradually showed signs of decline.

Xu Dengming’s voice was soft, “Since all the reserve employees are essentially bird eggs in training, the park naturally provides ample nutrition for our normal growth.”

Looking back, the porridge clearly represented the egg white. 

Consuming it meant normal nutrient intake, so employees who refused the meals would die, their true cause of death being malnutrition. 

Those who followed the broadcast instructions would gradually mature, giving off a sense of being well-hydrated.

As for the cleaning workshop, it was a hint that hygiene needed to be maintained during the egg incubation period. 

The translucent, lightweight protective suits represented the egg membrane. 

Once damaged, the eggs would be eroded by bacteria and begin to rot.

Xu Dengming continued, “We are sealed inside the eggshells, unable to see the park staff, but occasionally we can sense something observing us.”

In her dreams, Xu Dengming would feel a presence approaching her. 

If there were cracks in her eggshell, she might have seen the enormous, bird-like pupil outside.

The unmanned cashier counters and cafeteria windows, the inexplicably disappearing body fragments downstairs-many details reminded the reserve employees that there were unseen forces at work in the park.

But why couldn’t the reserve employees see them?

At the time, Xu Dengming thought that since even she couldn’t detect them, this invisibility likely had nothing to do with eyesight.

Connecting this to the fact that the reserve employees were essentially bird eggs, Xu Dengming began to suspect that these anomalies were actually beneficial reminders, telling them that their vision was obscured by the eggshells.

Xu Dengming spoke slowly, “After realizing that there were more and more cuckoos around, I started thinking about their behavioral logic. What struck me as odd was that the newly hatched cuckoos would want to enter nests where no cuckoos had been born.”

After pushing out the host eggs, the cuckoos could naturally enjoy all the remaining resources in the nest.

 However, the reserve employees who had earned the right to live alone didn’t choose this path. 

Instead, they actively sought out host eggs in other dorms.

Zhao Bainiao looked at Xu Dengming, eagerly anticipating her next deduction.

But Xu Dengming didn’t continue. 

She smiled apologetically, “But ever since leaving the instance, my memory of many things has faded.”

“Everything was becoming blurry…”

Zhao Bainiao expressed understanding: “It’s alright, what you need most now is to rest properly.”

Xu Dengming’s complexion indeed didn’t look good, with dark circles under his eyes from excessive late nights. 

Zhao Bainiao had seen many similar survivors of instances. 

After coming out, it wasn’t that they didn’t want to rest, but because of the mental trauma, they would suffer from insomnia for a period.

Zhao Bainiao: “Actually, being able to leave is good enough. As for what happened before, it might be better to forget.” 

He added, “You were quite lucky. Although this instance was a dead end, it collapsed midway.”

He wasn’t clear about Xu Dengming’s actions in the No. 17 abandoned factory area and automatically attributed the disintegration of the Nest Park to the ongoing confrontation between the red and blue factions.

Xu Dengming’s lips curved slightly: “It might not necessarily have been a dead end.”

Zhao Bainiao realized something: “You… found a way to clear it?”

Xu Dengming: “It’s hard to say if it was a way to clear it. Things happened too suddenly at the time, and I didn’t have time to verify the results.” 

She then said, “The park is a place for nurturing young birds. Whether it’s cuckoos or host birds, they need to ensure the safety and cleanliness of the hatching area. So, after a body falls, it’s quickly cleared away.”

“According to general logic, eggs with no hope of hatching would inevitably be thrown out of the nest. Preparatory employees could take the opportunity to hide among them and leave together.” 

Zhao Bainiao understood Xu Dengming’s line of thought and also understood why she didn’t verify it immediately.

To deceive everyone, one would have to hide among the shattered bodies. 

This not only challenged the intelligence of the preparatory employees but also their tolerance.

At that time, Xu Dengming had just called upon her intelligence. 

Although she had a preliminary idea to break the situation, she restrained the impulse to try it immediately.

Making the instance too easy wouldn’t be beneficial for the mental and physical health of the job seekers.

Moreover, when the snipe and the clam grapple, the fisherman benefits. 

Since the red and blue factions were at loggerheads, Xu Dengming felt she might find an opportunity to exploit.

Xu Dengming didn’t explicitly ask her guest to leave, but she drank water several times while holding her cup.

Zhao Bainiao stood up somewhat reluctantly and said, “I’ll leave for today and come to see you again next time.”

Xu Dengming: “See you next time if you can persuade the medical staff to give me more internet time each day, I would be very grateful.”

Zhao Bainiao nodded vaguely. 

In fact, the poor signal at the Seventh Hospital wasn’t due to a lack of technical capability but because the hospital didn’t want its patients to have too much contact with the outside world.

Xu Dengming watched Zhao Bainiao leave.

Regarding the last issue they discussed, she wasn’t without guesses, but she didn’t voice them. 

Moreover, her guesses involved the employee card, which might expose the existence of the No. 17 abandoned factory area.

When she discovered that the young cuckoos were actively seeking new nests, Xu Dengming had two thoughts. 

The first was that their goal was to kill as many host eggs as possible, and the second was that they were searching for something in the park.

She thought carefully and felt that the first guess also made sense there were two different factions in the instance. 

An increase in the number of host eggs hatching meant a decrease in the cuckoo faction’s power, so the latter would naturally want to cause trouble for the former.

But why did they choose to enter new nests instead of using red text to tempt and pollute those host eggs, turning them into cuckoos?

Xu Dengming’s personal experience told her that those who could see the blue text could also see the red text, which meant it was feasible to turn the host eggs into cuckoos.

The situation with B-304 further proved one thing: although cuckoo chicks would kill their own kind, under normal circumstances, they would not actively attack each other unless they unfortunately ended up in the same dormitory. 

This indicated that the situation within the cuckoo faction was not yet tense enough to compete for resources, and they could accommodate the emergence of new cuckoos.

The dungeon had methods to increase the number of cuckoos and the conditions to do so, so killing the host eggs was not necessary. 

With this in mind, Xu Dengming lowered the priority of the assumption that “entering a new nest was for the purpose of killing host eggs” and began to consider the possibility that the cuckoo chicks were frequently changing nests to search for something.

What further confirmed her speculation was the shattered employee ID cards found on the corpses.

The employee ID cards, though seemingly fragile, were actually very sturdy and lightweight. 

It was possible for one to occasionally break, but every corpse she found had a shattered ID card.

Xu Dengming had reason to believe that there was some connection between the shattering of the ID cards and the deaths of the employees. 

-Or perhaps the cause of death for those reserve employees was not falling from a height, but having their identification destroyed.

A thought flashed through Xu Dengming’s mind as she began to ponder: what was the easiest way to kill an unhatched egg?

At this thought, a smile already appeared on Xu Dengming’s lips—

The answer was obvious, something even a child could think of: just break it.

The reserve employees represented the bird eggs, and the employee ID cards represented the eggshells. 

As long as there was a crack in the eggshell, the egg could be declared a failed hatch.

Xu Dengming also discovered that the employee ID card in her own hand was different from others. 

She could feel a bulge beneath her card, while the others were smooth.

If the assumption that the employee ID cards were the eggshells was applied, everything made sense the bulge represented the inner side of the eggshell, and the smoothness represented the outer side.

She couldn’t stick her head into other bird eggs, so naturally, she couldn’t feel the bulges on other cards.

What the cuckoo chicks were searching for was also the information on the host egg cards. 

However, the crucial information only existed on the inner side of the host eggs. 

The moment the eggshell was forcibly opened, the precious message on the card was smashed into a bloody pulp.

With this hint, Xu Dengming successfully found the important information left by the blue text faction and led her classmates to the abandoned factory area No. 17. 

After a tense and thrilling mental confrontation, she obtained the “dead meat” on the workbench.

Then, Xu Dengming realized she faced a new decision: should she follow the blue text’s instructions and place the “dead meat” in a specific area?

Without a second of hesitation, Xu Dengming immediately gave her heartfelt answer-of course, she wouldn’t.

In the Nest Park, the cuckoos harbored malice, and the host birds were equally untrustworthy.

Just like the two signs at the fork leading to the abandoned factory area No. 17, the words on them seemed contradictory at first glance, but in reality, they both pointed in the same direction.

The best outcome for those who tirelessly work for the Blue Letter faction is merely to become a host egg that successfully hatches.

Xu Dengming had no interest in this.

She was a human.

After Zhao Bainiao, who came to visit, left, the nurse on duty checked on Xu Dengming’s condition and brought her today’s glass of warm water.

Xu Dengming held the pill in her palm: “It looks familiar, like a vitamin.”

The nurse, who had become somewhat familiar with Xu Dengming, confirmed her suspicion: “The main ingredient is indeed a vitamin.”

Xu Dengming didn’t inquire about the other components. 

She obediently took the pill with water. 

She didn’t read the newspaper again but instead laid the pillow flat, folded her hands over her chest, and lay down to rest.

Compared to other unfortunate participants who had already been caught up in the company’s rhythm, Xu Dengming’s transformation into a bird egg wasn’t deep. 

However, she had directly faced the “dead Meat” and suffered severe mental erosion. 

Even in her sleep, she sometimes saw indescribable, terrifying images.

Xu Dengming tried to relax her emotions. 

This time, just as she was drifting into a semi-conscious state, she was summoned by a familiar sensation and opened her eyes again.

In mid-air, Xu Dengming saw a line of text:

[System: Maintenance completed, functions restored to normal.]

[Congratulations, player, for clearing the multiplayer game [Nest Park Internship Incident]. The rewards for this instance have been automatically added to your backpack.]

[System: Friendly reminder, due to irreparable damage to the source code after testing, this game will no longer be released. We appreciate the understanding of all beta testers.]

Xu Dengming gazed thoughtfully at the prompt before her, her eyes lingering on “multiplayer game” and “source code” for a moment.

She had a feeling that her system had been making a special effort to convince all hosts that their previous experiences were merely part of the necessary process of game testing.


That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, Xu Dengming thought. 

Although she hadn’t received a satisfactory offer yet, at least in the eyes of the system, she was now an unpaid game tester…

Xu Dengming sat up again and began to check the restored system backpack.





 
  Chapter 23: White lottery pool





Cuckoo Street.

The Special Affairs Bureau was an exceptionally low-profile department, and the prominence of its office location was always directly proportional to its level of public awareness. 

As the sun was about to set, Zhao Bainiao entered the inconspicuous building covered in ivy through a side door.

Although most of his colleagues worked in the underground areas, there were always people on duty upstairs to avoid arousing suspicion from passersby due to the building’s apparent emptiness.

A colleague from the logistics department, who was organizing documents, noticed a shadow cast over her head. 

She looked up and, with a tone of surprise, said, “Team Leader Zhao? Weren’t you on field duty today? I thought you’d go straight home.”

With the increasing number of incidents in the city, leaving work on time had become a luxury for Special Affairs Bureau employees. 

Zhao Bainiao wiped the sweat from his forehead and replied briefly, “Something came up.” 

Then he asked, “Is Minister Ji in his office?”

The colleague silently sympathized with the leader who was about to be burdened with extra work for a second before kindly suggesting, “Yes, I recommend taking the elevator on the right.”

Zhao Bainiao nodded.

The elevator leading underground had no windows, and the cabin was a stifling silver-gray. 

As the elevator descended, Zhao Bainiao occasionally felt as if he were being swallowed by the earth.

The elevator stopped at the tenth basement level.

Most investigators worked on the fifth basement level and above, so the surroundings were quiet. 

When Zhao Bainiao stepped out of the elevator, faint red lights projected from both the ceiling and the walls.

A cold mechanical voice announced, “Identity verification complete.”

Zhao Bainiao walked purposefully toward the archives room, maneuvering around bookshelves that acted like screens, and successfully found Ji Zizai sitting inside, sipping coffee.

Ji Zizai sat on an old chair that matched the color of the surrounding piles of books, with a stack of yellowed, stapled documents by his side.

-The Special Affairs Bureau had more than one archives room, and the one on the tenth basement level was the old one. 

It was filled with outdated materials of little value, yet no one was sure whether they should be destroyed. 

It was rarely visited, but Ji Zizai often spent his free time there.

Ji Zizai set down his coffee cup and asked, “What happened?”

Zhao Bainiao replied, “Today, I visited a survivor from the Nest Park and gathered some information.”

Ji Zizai asked, “Was that person Xu Dengming?”

Zhao Bainiao answered, “Yes.”

He had always known that Ji Zizai had a good memory, but he hadn’t expected him to even remember the name of an ordinary resident from the outer city.

Ji Zizai stood up and said, “Let’s discuss this back in the office.”

Fu Shouzhong, who was waiting in the minister’s office, opened the door for the leader who had been summoned by Zhao Bainiao. 

He then, as usual, brewed a cup of coffee for each of the two who were working overtime.

Zhao Bainiao assessed the strength of the drink in his cup and felt somewhat relieved that the head of the investigation department was a seasoned ability user with excellent physical health. 

He didn’t have to worry too much about him becoming a frequent visitor to the medical department due to excessive caffeine intake.

Thirty minutes later.

Ji Zizai turned off the voice recorder, pondered for a moment, and suddenly asked, “Are you sure there was no reaction on the test paper?”

Zhao Bainiao confirmed, “Yes.” 

He then added, “Should we try again with a test paper that has a broader detection range? Although most awakeners’ abilities fall into those few categories, it’s possible that Xu Dengming’s ability is too rare, which is why it didn’t register.”

Ji Zizai replied, “The paper you took was already the highest range available.”

Zhao Bainiao expressed some regret, “In that case, it seems Xu Dengming likely has the potential but hasn’t awakened yet.”

The test papers produced by the Craftsmen’s Association are always reliable. 

If even they can’t detect anything, it’s unlikely that Xu Dengming has awakened a never-before-seen ability, right?

Ji Zizai’s gaze subtly shifted.

-Many people possess the potential for awakening. 

Some smoothly become ability users, while others remain stuck at this stage for life.

Ji Zizai: “When you visited her, did you tell her about the classification of abilities?”

Work discipline and the gap in strength helped Zhao Bainiao maintain workplace etiquette: 

” Bureau’s requirement is not to disclose /B-level classified information without authorization?”

Ji Zizai: “Oh, so did you accidentally let slip about the classification of abilities?”

Zhao Bainiao:”….”

He thought, although the Special Affairs Bureau of this city isn’t large, its internal employees always seem to have rich and tumultuous work experiences, which is clearly related to the temperament of their superiors.

Ji Zizai slightly restrained his expression, leaned back, and fell into his chair, saying, “I think the chances of her awakening are quite high. The next time you visit the hospital, you can reveal some of the classification standards to her.”

With the superior’s approval, Zhao Bainiao naturally agreed: “Yes.” 

He then added, “The content she mentioned in the recording………..” 

Ji Zizai: “What do you think?”

Zhao Bainiao: “I agree with Xu Dengming’s analysis of the instance. There are indeed two factions within Nest Park.”

Ji Zizai lowered his eyes, gently twirling the pen in his hand said: 

“Judging from the way participants are absorbed and the subsequent nurturing style, both factions within the instance possess deceptive powers, and they are constantly at odds with each other… The creator of the instance should be a ‘False Disciple’ .”

When he uttered the words “False Disciple,” Ji Zizai’s relaxed and casual demeanor turned into the surface of an early winter lake, with a thin layer of transparent ice covering it, exuding a slight chill.

***

Seventh Hospital, inside the ward.

Xu Dengming, who had received a system notification, began to check her backpack.

Of course, to others, it looked like Xu Dengming had suddenly given up on the idea of sleeping and was instead staring into space, perfectly aligning with the doctor’s assessment of mild psychological trauma.

Checking the items in the backpack didn’t require the user to physically operate it; just focusing on opening it would naturally reveal the contents.

Based on her previous experience, Xu Dengming knew that the rewards obtained after clearing an instance would mostly appear in the form of treasure chests.

Xu Dengming was right. 

At this moment, her system backpack indeed contained a treasure chest with an exaggeratedly shiny design. 

With a gentle mental click, the chest spewed out a total of one hundred and twenty colorless crystals.

-From the visual quality, the way the chest spewed out crystals was reminiscent of those early web games with poor art design, giving users a sense of suspicion that their rewards might have been unfairly deducted.

The system rewards weren’t limited to crystals; sometimes, they also dropped some items. 

This time, after spitting out the crystals, the chest also produced a substance similar to “dead meat.”

Xu Dengming:”…..”

She lightly tapped her temple with her finger.

If she remembered correctly, wasn’t this item something she had placed in the system backpack herself?

The system’s act of giving back the user’s own stored items as rewards made Xu Dengming feel deeply unreliable.

However, after being extracted from the treasure chest, the once highly active “Dead Flesh,” which could severely harm Xu Dengming’s sanity, had significantly diminished in vigor. 

It seemed to have lost its influence on the external world.

The “Dead Flesh” lay quietly in the backpack, appearing harmless and as docile as a piece of kitchen waste awaiting disposal. 

Although the system ungraciously returned the items Xu Dengming had obtained on her own as rewards, the items that appeared as prizes now had additional features, allowing them to display their descriptions in the backpack.

[ [Unnamed]: A remnant of some existence, extremely dangerous, highly corrosive, capable of severely affecting the mental state of those who come into contact with it.]

For the system that had been forced offline, the phrase “extremely dangerous” was likely a heartfelt remark. 

Of course, considering that ” [Unnamed]” was not a particularly specific name, Xu Dengming decided to continue referring to it as “Dead Flesh” in her mind.

Xu Dengming’s gaze swept over the description after the colon, then lingered on the word “corrosive.” 

She recalled how other trainees in the park had gradually lost their sanity.

This afternoon, Xu Dengming learned something from Zhao Bainiao: special abilities also come in different types. 

If the ability of “Dead Flesh” fell into one of those categories, it would undoubtedly belong to a type characterized by strong deception and inducement.

Xu Dengming still vividly remembered that in the park, if the trainees acted according to the rules, their sanity would decrease. 

Additionally, during each transaction, Xu Dengming would also feel a distinct sense of dizziness. 

Combining this with the description, she began to form a vague judgment about the power of “Dead Flesh.”

-This was a tool perfectly suited for the telecom fraud industry.

[System: [Unnamed] is an unconventional item. Users cannot equip it directly. It is recommended to use the white lottery pool.]

As Xu Dengming pondered the nature of “Dead Flesh,” a related system prompt popped up, bringing her a slightly surprising piece of news.

Xu Dengming had tried many times before to draw from the second lottery pool, but no matter what she did, the white lottery pool, which resembled a washing machine, always responded with “conditions not met.” 

It wasn’t until she obtained this unconventional item from Nest Park that she finally crossed the threshold for drawing.

Opening the system interface, after more than a minute of research, Xu Dengming began to understand the operating mechanism of the white lottery pool. 

The golden lottery pool was simple: users only needed to invest a suitable amount of colorless crystals to receive a prize. 

The white lottery pool, however, was different. 

To obtain a reward, users first had to invest some unconventional items. 

Additionally, each draw required a certain amount of colorless crystals as a driving force.

The system kindly reminded her that different unconventional items would consume varying amounts of driving force. 

If Xu Dengming wanted to invest “Dead Flesh” into the white lottery pool, she would need to pay thirty colorless crystals.

-Although colorless crystals couldn’t be exchanged for real-world currency, when Xu Dengming saw the number “thirty,” she still felt her wallet let out a hollow cry of despair. 

She was poor in the real world, and she was equally poor in the virtual one.

The number of crystals in Xu Dengming’s possession wasn’t exactly abundant. 

After the last lottery draw, her balance was 6 crystals, which gradually accumulated to 14. 

Adding the recent 120 crystals, she now has a total of 134 crystals remaining.

Considering the necessity of experience packs and healing potions, Xu Dengming felt it was essential to perform another ten-draw in the golden lottery pool. 

This would leave her with only 34 crystals available for use.

She couldn’t help but suspect that the system had calculated the valuation based on her remaining balance, ensuring that users were always teetering on the edge of needing to enter dungeons to gather more crystals.

Xu Dengming silently communicated with her system in her mind, “I want to bargain.”

The system remained unresponsive, as quiet as if it didn’t exist at all.


Xu Dengming sighed inwardly. 

Now that the Nest Park dungeon had been destroyed, even the “dead flesh” had become safe. 

There were fewer and fewer things that could influence the system… 

Having no physical form was indeed the best self-protection for “The Unhatched Flame.” 



 
  Chapter 24: Fusion





The impoverished Xu Dengming activated her [Observation Eye] and carefully examined her fate, confirming that there was not the slightest possibility of suddenly saving money.

Following the lottery pool’s requirements, she solemnly paid thirty colorless crystals.

The balance instantly decreased, and the previously inconspicuous white lottery pool seemed to awaken by some force, emitting a soft, radiant glow from within.

Xu Dengming instinctively glanced at the frosted glass window of the hospital room.

Only her own reflection remained on the window; the light from the lottery pool did not seem to extend into reality.

The white light gradually brightened but was not blinding. 

Instead, it gave off a sense of peace and purity, reminiscent of plants stretching their branches in the spring rain.

Xu Dengming, who was undergoing treatment for mental trauma, found that the faint stinging sensation in her brain began to slowly disappear as she saw this light, and her mood gradually became calm.

Ten seconds later, the light on the white lottery pool completed its cycle from bright to dim, and then it spat out a small, unremarkable box. 

Xu Dengming opened the box and found the piece of “dead flesh” she had thrown in earlier.

The “dead flesh” lay quietly in her backpack, having shrunk in size but otherwise remaining largely unchanged.

In addition, Xu Dengming also obtained a skill from the box-

[System: Congratulations to Player 009-000 for obtaining the skill [Forced Transaction (5)].]

[Friendly reminder: This skill is not suitable for direct equipping. If you wish to use it, you can fuse it with [Fate’s Box]. The level of [Fate’s Box] must not be lower than 5 during fusion, or it will fail. ]

The system’s prompt was worded without any emotional bias, but Xu Dengming couldn’t help but sense a push to spend money.

To use [Forced Transaction], she first had to fuse it with [Fate’s Box], and to upgrade [Fate’s Box], she had to draw cards from the golden pool to obtain experience packs.

Xu Dengming couldn’t help but curl her lips. 

She had worked so hard to intern in a dungeon, only to end up working for the lottery pool. 

It was utterly ridiculous.

The evaluation system did not affect Xu Dengming’s card-drawing actions. 

After a ten-draw, the items in her backpack became more abundant-

[System: Congratulations, you have obtained [Skill Enhancement Experience Pack (Primary Deluxe Edition)] ×5]

[System: Congratulations, you have obtained [Healing Potion (Primary)] ×2]

[System: Congratulations, you have obtained [Healing Potion (Intermediate)] ×2]

[System: Congratulations, you have obtained [Mental Recovery Pill] ×1]

Xu Dengming propped her chin with one hand and carefully studied the items she had drawn this time.

The experience packs were clearly regular items in the lottery pool, but the upgrade from primary to primary deluxe edition made them more useful.

As for the [Mental Recovery Pill], it was a drug specifically designed for mental treatment. 

Unlike the previous healing potions, which had a more comprehensive healing range but were not particularly effective for mental recovery, the new item had a stronger focus on mental healing.

The [Mental Recovery Pill] contained three pills and came with a manual, though the small bottle’s surface did not display a production date.

The manufacturer’s drug number appeared quite formal at first glance.

The instructions also warned users that the maximum dosage for adults should not exceed one tablet every half hour, otherwise the effectiveness would be greatly reduced.

Xu Dengming understood that, from a gaming perspective, this was called the drug cooldown.

She thought that the results of this lottery still had a clear purpose: users needed to level up, so experience packs were provided; users were in poor mental states, so specialized medications appeared, all filled with encouragement for Xu Dengming to continue living.

Under such circumstances, the system didn’t show the slightest intention of dispensing cash, indicating it truly didn’t have any.

After the items fell into her backpack, Xu Dengming immediately consumed four deluxe experience packs, raising both [Box of Fate] and [Eye of Observation] to level five, then attempted to fuse the former with [Forced Transaction].

The entire fusion process lasted five minutes.

Since being hospitalized, Xu Dengming’s appetite had been affected by her psychological trauma, and she rarely ate, mostly relying on nutrient injections for support. 

Her stomach always lacked a sense of fullness, but now she felt as if she were eating.

Her hunger was temporarily soothed.

-[Forced Transaction] was a delicious appetizer, chewed, swallowed, and finally merged with [Box of Fate].

[System: Congratulations to Player 009-000 for obtaining the permanent skill [Box of Fate (Variant)].]

[System: Detected that the user has acquired a special ability. The personal information panel will be automatically updated.]

[System: Automatic update completed.]

Unlike the skill before fusion, the newly born [Box of Fate (Variant)] gained a new characteristic: after successfully intercepting a segment of fate, it could transfer that fate to another target.

If two ants were walking side by side, and the unfortunate Ant A was about to be stepped on by a passerby in five seconds, Xu Dengming could use [Box of Fate (Variant)] to intercept the fate of being stepped on and assign it to Ant B.

Of course, this operation would also be influenced by the target’s own characteristics and the degree of inevitability of the intercepted fate.

Moreover, like the original skill, the interception and assignment of fate couldn’t last too long. 

If the fate of an elderly ant dying of old age was assigned to a healthy ant, the latter’s body would rapidly deteriorate, but this assignment would hardly exceed a minute, and after the assignment ended, the deteriorated state could gradually improve.

However, as Xu Dengming’s skill level increased, the duration of related skills would also extend.

Xu Dengming lay on the hospital bed, quietly digesting her feelings about the new ability.

When she obtained [Box of Fate (Variant)], Xu Dengming felt as if she had been immersed in an endless warm bath, wrapped in a lazy warmth.

Like a seed beginning to sprout, a flower turning into a fruit, Xu Dengming felt that she hadn’t equipped a skill, but had naturally grown one.

The new skill was like her limbs and internal organs, naturally a part of her.

The system prompt before her eyes also seemed to turn into a user manual about Xu Dengming herself, its existence merely to help her better understand her changes.

Her mood became calm and joyful.

Xu Dengming rested one arm under her head, her brows relaxed and her expression calm. 

Upon careful reflection, she realized that she had experienced similar sensations when acquiring skills in the past, though not as pronounced as this time.

Previously, she had to figure out how to use her skills on her own, but now, it seemed that the moment she gained a new ability, Xu Dengming instinctively understood how to utilize it.

She then opened her personal information panel and, unsurprisingly, found that the updated content was her “Mental Value.”

Her current data read: “106/120 (Mild Insanity, Rapidly Improving).”

Not only participants who accidentally entered the dungeon, but everyone in the world suffers from mental damage to some extent. 

The sources of this damage are not limited to dungeons but also include negative emotions from daily life, such as fright, annoyance, and depression.

These emotions, like the grayish-black fate in Xu Dengming’s eyes, continuously erode a person’s sanity.

Proper rest can help restore one’s mental state. 

For example, if Xu Dengming hadn’t returned from the dungeon with a bunch of debuffs, a mere fourteen-point mental depletion could have been fully recovered with a good night’s sleep.

However, there is a threshold to a person’s recovery capacity. 

If one is constantly immersed in negative emotions, the damage will become irreversible, ultimately leading to a reduction in the upper limit of mental value.

Mental value is a highly useful metric for both ordinary people and ability users. 

Previously, the system had not shown the specific numerical value to Xu Dengming. 

She speculated that the reason might be the system’s initial low energy level, which caused some temporarily unnecessary functions to remain blocked.

Since the system wanted her to keep entering new dungeons, clearing dungeons was likely a way for the system to gain energy. 

After Xu Dengming cleared the Nest Park and obtained “Dead Flesh,” the system acquired enough resources for self-updating. 

Xu Dengming further researched and discovered that using [Eye of Observation] and the original [Fate’s Hour] also consumed mental energy, though not significantly. 

Unless she viewed too much content at once, it wouldn’t have a noticeable impact on her.

Observing fate consumed the least mental energy, while intercepting fate required a bit more. 

However, if Xu Dengming wanted to assign the intercepted fate to a new target, the consumption would skyrocket to a level she couldn’t afford without risking insanity.

Xu Dengming estimated that swapping the daily lives of two ants would only consume about ten points of mental value. 

If she were to swap ants with humans, it would cost at least twenty points, and if the target had high mental strength or was also an awakened individual, the cost would be even higher.

The light from the white lottery pool had a soothing effect on the mind. 

When Xu Dengming woke up the next morning, she felt a long-lost sense of vitality.

On the system panel, the “Mild Insanity” status had been successfully dispelled.

It was a cause for celebration. 

After several nights of waking up in the middle of the night, she finally had a relatively high-quality sleep.

In the afternoon, the nurse came by for a check-up: “You’re looking good today.”

Xu Dengming replied politely, “Because the treatment here has exceeded my expectations.”

The nurse was pleased to hear this: “I’ll pass your compliments on to Dr. Nan.”

The “Dr. Nan” she mentioned was one of the attending physicians responsible for treating the survivors from the Nest Park. 

Due to the large number of patients under his care, he was often elusive, and his interactions with Xu Dengming were limited.


Xu Dengming made a request, blinking her eyes: “I’d like to have a longer walk outside today.”

The nurse readily agreed: “Sure, but make sure it doesn’t exceed two hours, and don’t wander too far.” 

She added, “The hospital will monitor you for a bit longer. If everything’s fine, you can apply for discharge.”

Xu Dengming, who had previously been restricted to walks of no more than half an hour, once again felt the joy of freedom.



 
  Chapter 25: Ability Type





Xu Dengming wasn’t the type who couldn’t stay indoors, unless, like now, she had been lying in the hospital for so many days.

Too much leisure could easily make one feel empty.

In her past life, she had always been rushing forward.

Xu Dengming walked with her hands in her pockets. 

Although no one had emphasized it, the Seventh Hospital was clearly not the kind of medical facility that was open to the public. 

The busy medical staff lacked the kind of human touch that could only be found among ordinary people.

In just a fifty-meter-long corridor, nine people in white coats had passed by Xu Dengming, but she hadn’t seen a single patient.

Xu Dengming stopped.

Wang Yanxing was also receiving treatment here, and their wards weren’t far apart.

Unlike Xu Dengming’s room, the outer wall of Wang Yanxing’s room was transparent for easy observation.

Once her condition improved, she could draw the curtains from inside.

Xu Dengming stood outside the wall.

Wang Yanxing was asleep, her eyes tightly closed, her body sinking into the snow-white bed.

She had clearly lost some weight.

Wang Yanxing’s family lived in the inner city. 

Due to strained relations, they only kept in touch periodically. 

Moreover, traveling between the inner and outer cities was relatively troublesome, so her family still didn’t know about her accident.

Xu Dengming activated her [Observer’s Eye].

After using the experience pack, her skills had improved. 

However, when affected by “Dead Flesh,” the subtle sensation of being able to capture even the smallest ripples of fate had disappeared. 

Now, Xu Dengming could only catch the words “improving” from Wang Yanxing’s fate line.

That was fine, as these were the most crucial parts.

Since leaving Nest Park, Wang Yanxing had spent most of her time in a deep sleep to repair her mental state.

Thanks to the hospital’s effective treatment, after some targeted measures, Wang Yanxing’s daily sleep duration had decreased from sixteen hours to twelve. 

The hospital’s statement matched what Xu Dengming saw, indicating that Wang Yanxing would fully recover soon.

Since the patient wasn’t awake, she couldn’t receive visitors. 

The nurse in charge of Wang Yanxing said to Xu Dengming, “The patient is still resting. Maybe you can come back later?” Knowing they were classmates, she added comfortingly, “Don’t worry, she’ll get better, just a bit slower than you.”

Xu Dengming nodded and was about to leave when she saw Wang Yanxing turn over in bed, murmuring unconsciously:

“I don’t want to work anymore.”

The nurse: “…..”

Xu Dengming couldn’t help but smile and said to the nurse, “Actually, there are other campus recruitments coming up. I hope she recovers soon and doesn’t miss them.”

Wang Yanxing trembled slightly in her sleep.

The nurse silently pulled Xu Dengming a bit further away.

She was a responsible medical professional, committed to ensuring her patient’s physical and mental health.

Since it wasn’t convenient to chat with her classmate, Xu Dengming wandered down to the first floor and took a walk in the hospital garden.

The hospital garden was well-maintained, with vegetation that didn’t easily grow out of shape and all kept at a relatively low height. 

The open view didn’t remind Xu Dengming of her experiences in the dungeons.

Occasionally, birds would fly over and perch near the bushes. 

Xu Dengming stood nearby, watching with interest as the sparrows preened their feathers.

Compared to the vibrant reality brimming with life, the scenery of Nest Park could only be considered a more refined backdrop.

She spent the remaining hour or so in the garden.

Dusk had fallen, and the sky was enveloped in an endless haze of amber. 

The white clouds were tinged with a golden hue, as if scorched by the setting sun.

The early winter wind rustled the grass, and Xu Dengming tightened her coat around her.

The fate she now saw still spanned a very short period of time. 

Once the distance grew, many future possibilities would flow beyond her grasp.

Xu Dengming calculated the time in her mind. 

Just as her walk ended, a nurse came to escort her back to her room.

She found herself greeted by a familiar visitor.

It was Zhao Bainiao again.

Xu Dengming raised an eyebrow and nodded at him. “Mr. Zhao, hello.”

Zhao Bainiao: “Hello.”

The two were now somewhat acquainted. 

After the usual pleasantries, Zhao Bainiao got straight to the point.

Zhao Bainiao: “Given that you’ve entered the dungeons multiple times, to ensure your safety, we’ll inform you of some basic knowledge about the dungeons.”

Xu Dengming: “It’s really kind of you to make the trip just for my sake.”

During their conversation yesterday, Xu Dengming had shown interest in this basic knowledge, but Zhao Bainiao had not made any similar indication, nor had he revealed even a hint of information.

Xu Dengming thought that the change in Zhao Bainiao’s attitude was likely due to instructions from someone else. 

As for why such instructions were given, it might have something to do with the cuckoo hypothesis she had proposed.

Zhao Bainiao: “Please note that all the information disclosed hereafter must not be leaked. Otherwise, the Bureau reserves the right to pursue legal action.”

His tone was serious, though compared to the scope of the Bureau’s authority, it felt somewhat weightless.

Xu Dengming nodded to show she understood and stood up to pour Zhao Bainiao a glass of water.

Zhao Bainiao took the glass, momentarily feeling as though he might have to speak for a long time.

Before the formal briefing began, he first took out a confidentiality agreement from his briefcase and handed it to Xu Dengming.

Xu Dengming carefully read through all the clauses on the document and signed her name at the bottom.

The texture of the paper was familiar, clearly of the same type as the document she had signed after clearing the elevator dungeon. 

However, the binding force of this agreement seemed significantly weaker. 

If signing the previous confidentiality agreement had felt like being tightly bound by ropes, this one felt more like being tangled in a ball of yarn-there were obstacles, but they wouldn’t be too difficult to remove if she really wanted to.

After signing, Xu Dengming handed the confidentiality agreement back to Zhao Bainiao.

Zhao Bainiao: “Next, I’ll explain the characteristics and categories of different abilities.”

Xu Dengming: “May I ask first, what type of ability is Nest Park related to?”

Zhao Bainiao didn’t hide it and replied directly, “According to the Bureau’s assessment, the special ability involved in Nest Park is called ‘False Disciple.’ Its characteristics include trading, deception, transformation, and inducement.”

Xu Dengming murmured, “Transaction…” 

She chuckled softly and commented, “It sounds like a group of merchants peddling health products everywhere.”

Zhao Bainiao explained, “False Disciples’ are adept at leading people into traps. Encountering them is quite terrifying, and internal conflicts among ‘False Disciples’ often ensnare innocent bystanders.” 

He continued, “If most ‘False Disciples’ belong to the evil faction, then some powers naturally lean towards the righteous faction, such as the ‘Ember Bearers.’ ‘Ember Bearers’ are attuned to fire and possess purifying abilities. They are relatively weak in the early stages but have immense potential later on.” 

He then adopted a serious expression, “Ember Bearers in their growth phase are highly vulnerable to targeting. If you feel you’ve acquired similar abilities, please contact us immediately for protection.”

Xu Dengming reflected on the characteristics of her own skills and found no apparent connection to fire or purification. 

She solemnly promised, “I will.”

Zhao Bainiao had been observing Xu Dengming’s reactions as he spoke. 

His intuition told him that her promise was sincere.

Xu Dengming asked, “Besides ‘False Disciples,’ are there other types of special abilities?”

Zhao Bainiao replied, “There’s a highly practical ability called ‘Artisan.’ Those who awaken this ability excel in crafting and creation, often gravitating towards technical fields in their careers.”

Xu Dengming thought this ability would be perfect for recent graduates urgently seeking jobs. 

As for her own awakened abilities, [Observer’s Eye] and [Chamber of Fate], they seemed more suited for setting up a fortune-telling booth in some corner.

After mentioning ‘Artisan,’ Zhao Bainiao’s expression suddenly turned peculiar. 

“Additionally, there are the followers of the ‘God of Flesh and Life’ and the ‘God of Intellect’ “

Xu Dengming keenly caught the keyword in Zhao Bainiao’s words. 

“God?” she said with interest. 

“That’s quite an unusual title.” 

Zhao Bainiao shrugged: “I also find it a bit exaggerated, but don’t take it too seriously. The so-called ‘gods’ are merely titles with a strong cultish flavor. It stems from certain individuals with awakened abilities who believe their powers are a gift from the gods.” 

“They think that by being devout enough, they can achieve greater self-improvement. According to our bureau’s investigations, those who pursue life and wisdom are more numerous and tend to form organizations, conducting various worship rituals.”

Xu Dengming picked up on a hint in Zhao Bainiao’s tone and said: “The Bureau doesn’t seem to have much animosity towards these people.” 

Zhao Bainiao, who had almost forgotten his external identity as a Bureau member, paused and said, “Well, many of their actions don’t violate the law, so there’s no strict regulation.”

Xu Dengming nodded, “I see.”

She then asked, “So, are these people generally trustworthy?”

Zhao Bainiao hesitated for a moment before replying, “Not necessarily.” 

He added, “While there are areas worth cooperating on, with some fanatics, it’s hard to tell what’s going on in their minds.”

Xu Dengming softly repeated, “…”

What had those people done to be deemed untrustworthy by Zhao Bainiao, who belonged to the orderly faction?

Zhao Bainiao: “There are also some ability users who, despite having a form of idol worship within their circles, do not directly refer to their objects of worship as deities. For instance, certain ability users renowned for their expertise in making and using poisons refer to their idol as ‘Mr. Boneless.’ “

She continued, “Not all ability users are willing to disclose their circumstances. For those individuals, the bureau has limited information, and some of it remains unverified. However, the rarer the ability, the lower the chance of encountering such users.” 

“Under normal circumstances, being familiar with the more common abilities is sufficient to handle most crises.”

Xu Dengming: “So, how many types of abilities are officially recorded?”

Zhao Bainiao: “The official count is around ten, but not every type has precise records. Our understanding here in Sanjiaorong City is also limited.”


Xu Dengming: “Oh, so is the number of ability types fixed?”

Her tone was casual, as if she were merely asking out of curiosity.

Zhao Bainiao didn’t pay much attention to Xu Dengming’s question either. 

After all, when he was first learning about the related theories, he had also asked Ji Zizai similar questions.
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“Theoretically speaking, the number of ability types is not fixed.”

“On one hand, some suspect that the current collection of abilities is not comprehensive. On the other hand, scholars have proposed theories suggesting that as long as specific conditions are met, new abilities can emerge in the world.”

Xu Dengming listened attentively to Zhao Bainiao’s words.

Upon learning that the emergence of new abilities was possible, she was somewhat surprised that her heartbeat didn’t accelerate. 

Was it because [Observer’s Eye] was a newly emerged ability that the test strip failed to detect her awakening?

Zhao Bainiao didn’t notice the subtle emotional changes in the person before him.

Compared to Xu Dengming, who was boldly hypothesizing in her heart, Zhao Bainiao’s past experiences and knowledge told him how low the probability of encountering a new ability was so low that he wouldn’t even consider it. 

The likelihood was comparable to the famous scenario of “a monkey accidentally typing out Hamlet on a typewriter.”

“Not only do people with special powers exist in the world, but there are also items with special powers.”

Zhao Bainiao added, “For items, we have a general rule the more powerful they are, the more dangerous they tend to be, and this danger is often directed at the user of the item.”

Xu Dengming thought of her old water pipe and then of the system.

The old water pipe was just an ordinary weapon that probabilistically inflicted debuffs on enemies. 

Perhaps because it was weak enough, it seemed harmless and didn’t make Xu Dengming feel any danger.

As for the system… Xu Dengming could indeed sense its power, but she couldn’t determine whether it could be classified as an item.

Zhao Bainiao shared some common knowledge with Xu Dengming, occasionally glossing over topics that weren’t suitable for detailed discussion.

Xu Dengming tactfully ignored the vague parts in Zhao Bainiao’s words.

-Perhaps Zhao Bainiao felt that certain information wasn’t appropriate to share with an ordinary resident of the outer district, or maybe Zhao Bainiao himself didn’t have the authority to know more details.

Xu Dengming asked, “I have one more question-what is the purpose of dungeons?”

Every time she entered a dungeon, she felt the threat of death. 

Yet, if the sole purpose was to harvest lives, dungeons wouldn’t need to be designed so intricately.

Zhao Bainiao paused for a moment before answering, “Not every dungeon has a purpose. You can think of them as a special kind of natural disaster with a specific will and the ability to grow.” 

He then added, “But some dungeons do have a purpose they are specially created to achieve certain goals.”

“Of course, this is a very personal perspective. You can consider it, but you don’t have to fully believe it.”

As Zhao Bainiao spoke, a hint of nostalgia flickered in his expression.

After a certain mission, Zhao Bainiao had casually discussed a similar topic with Ji Zizai, who later sent him a paper via email.

The author of the paper was Ji Zizai’s schoolmate, who had later studied in Yuegui City. 

It was an article she wrote before graduation, but it was never publicly published.

Xu Dengming raised an eyebrow, “Dungeons can grow?”

Zhao Bainiao repeated something she had read in the paper, “According to measurements, some dungeons gradually become more powerful than when they were first discovered.”

Powerful and dangerous, but some are quite the opposite, continuously weakening until they completely dissipate. 

By the way, instances can disappear, and most of the time, it’s due to the collapse of their power.

Xu Dengming recalled what she had done in the Nest Park and gained a deeper understanding of this power collapse.

Today, Zhao Bainiao stayed in Xu Dengming’s hospital room for nearly an hour before leaving. 

When he left, it was still early, making it a good time to return to the Special Affairs Bureau to report on his work.

Xu Dengming watched as Zhao Bainiao walked out of the room.

According to Zhao Bainiao, the force controlling Nest Park was called “False Disciples,” possessing the power of deception.

Recalling how her way of thinking had gradually changed within the instance, Xu Dengming agreed with Zhao Bainiao’s assessment.

Nest Park not only harbored malice toward outsiders but also had different factions within, constantly at odds with each other, which aligned with the characteristics of the “False Disciples.”

Since instances need to grow, perhaps for the “False Disciples,” conflict itself is a form of nourishment.

As Xu Dengming pondered this, a system notification popped up before her eyes:

[System: It has been detected that the user has not tested the games produced by this system for a long time. This behavior may affect the user’s subsequent work experience. Please adjust accordingly.]

What kind of experience could work possibly offer?

Xu Dengming pressed her temple and then opened her backpack.

The disc she had obtained from the first game flickered, actively asserting its presence to its owner in response to the earlier message.

The system had once told Xu Dengming that she needed to test a game at least once every twelve days.

Since then, Xu Dengming had entered two instances, and the system had considered her completion of them as participation in the games, summarizing her performance. 

Logically, each time she cleared an instance, the twelve-day cooldown should reset.

Now, the system confirmed that the cooldown had indeed reset. 

However, Xu Dengming had only tested wild instances outside, paying little attention to the disc at home.

Xu Dengming glanced at the latter part of the system message, sensing there was more to it.

She closed her eyes and leaned back.

The system had always been trying to steer Xu Dengming down a specific path. 

The skills that appeared in the golden prize pool were all related to fate, while the skills stripped from the “Dead Flesh” depended on the tendencies of the “Dead Flesh” itself.

Zhao Bainiao hadn’t mentioned whether different types of powers could merge, so Xu Dengming could only speculate. 

She believed that fate was the main trunk, while other powers were merely decorative attachments. 

Only if the former was strong and sturdy could it support the latter’s climb.

After [Fate’s Box] merged with [Forced Transaction], the original trunk was no longer sturdy enough, prompting the system to issue her a reminder.

Two days after Zhao Bainiao’s last visit, Xu Dengming officially checked out of the hospital.

The medical staff praised her recovery speed and gave her an additional check-up.

Xu Dengming cooperated with their actions and said, “Maybe it’s because I live a regular life that I recovered so quickly.”

Dr. Nan glanced at her and bluntly pointed out, “Your ‘regular’ life means regularly staying up late and waking up early?”

Xu Dengming laughed, “You can even tell that?”

Dr. Nan coughed, “Let’s call it a comprehensive judgment.”

The Seventh Hospital is actually under the jurisdiction of the Medical Department of the Special Affairs Bureau. 

Its internal staff has higher access to resident information than the Management Bureau, even able to retrieve records of some part-time jobs.

Xu Dengming had a vague feeling that her rapid recovery was partly due to the White Prize Pool and partly because of her awakened abilities.

Since becoming an ability user, Xu Dengming had become healthier, though the change was gradual and easily overlooked. 

It could also be attributed to her increased mental strength.

Dr. Nan: “You’re all clear here. You can go ahead and complete the discharge procedures.”

The nurse in charge of the discharge process gave Xu Dengming some final instructions: 

“If you experience any other discomfort within a month, you can contact us for a follow-up. Here’s the paper version of the medical instructions. Make sure to keep it safe. If you lose it…” 

The nurse thought for a moment and added, “Actually, losing it isn’t a big deal. It’s not an important document.” 

Xu Dengming: “Alright, I hope I won’t trouble you again.” 

She then asked, “What about my classmate…” 

The nurse: “We’ll pass on your message. Her condition is also good, and she’ll be discharged in a few days.”

After completing the procedures, she walked out of the lobby with a light step, her backpack on her shoulders.

Since the hospital was a bit far from the city, the hospital had arranged a vehicle to transport her. 

The vehicle parked by the roadside looked very ordinary, even to the point of being incongruous with the overall style of the Seventh Hospital. 

It seemed more suited to the inconspicuous corners of the outer city than the entrance of the Seventh Hospital.

As for this, Xu Dengming’s only thought was that as long as it wasn’t a bus taking her out, it was fine.

-After her last experience, she felt that leaving by bus was an event that could easily drag her into a “dungeon.”

The car quietly stopped at the intersection. 

Looking into the distance, she could see a row of long-abandoned old buildings on the horizon. 

Xu Dengming confirmed the license plate number was correct, opened the door, and got in. 

The driver said nothing and immediately started the car.

Before Xu Dengming got in, the hospital had already synchronized the patient’s destination with the driver. 

So throughout the entire trip, the driver maintained a commendable silence, not uttering a single word to the passenger in the back seat.

Xu Dengming couldn’t even see the driver’s face the position where they sat had been protectively sealed off.

Once it was confirmed that the unfortunate civilian who had been dragged into the incident had recovered, the management of the anomalous event would gradually sever ties with the innocent bystander.

In complete silence, the car entered the city. 

The driver dropped Xu Dengming off at the entrance of the Sunflower Apartments and then drove away without a word.

The area around the apartment was even quieter. 

Xu Dengming suspected that during her absence, some residents had moved away.

Room 403 had accumulated a layer of dust due to being left uncleaned for so long. 

After putting down her backpack, Xu Dengming gave the room a quick tidy-up.

Most of the food she had stockpiled was of the long-lasting variety. 

Using the few remaining ingredients in the kitchen, she prepared a simple lunch.

Due to the lack of fresh vegetables, Xu Dengming made herself egg and bread porridge.

The process of making egg and bread porridge was simple: first, add water to the pot, then toss in some dry bread that might be too dry to eat directly, and finally, when the water was about the right temperature, crack an egg into it.

-There’s staple food, there’s protein, but unfortunately, the bread I bought wasn’t jam-filled, so it’s lacking in vitamins. 

Of course, this gap can be filled with nutritional supplements. 

Her past life had instilled in Xu Dengming a habit of being completely un-picky about food. 

She had no complaints about her own cooking skills, but Wang Yanxing, one of the few guests allowed into her home, once looked at the meal she prepared with an expression of shock that seemed to say, “Has your sense of taste mutated?”

After the water boiled, Xu Dengming turned off the heat, brought dinner to the table, and calmly ate the bowl of bread and egg paste.

As a soon-to-be graduate whose life was entirely focused on finding a job, Xu Dengming didn’t need to return to school. 

She simply messaged a few familiar classmates to check on the situation there.

The internship incident involved many students, but because it was related to an anomalous event, the Special Affairs Bureau had suppressed the news. 

As a result, E University remained as calm as ever.


The uproar caused by the Nest Park incident was like dust on a table, wiped away without a second thought.

Xu Dengming sometimes felt that humans were merely ants in the hands of fate.

She casually picked up two professional books and lay on the sofa flipping through them.

Before she knew it, evening had arrived.



 
  Chapter 27: Play House





The warm, orange sunlight streamed through the window, casting its glow over the old floorboards that bore the marks of time.

Xu Dengming leaned back on the sofa in the living room. 

Despite being on the top floor, the apartment’s soundproofing allowed her to clearly hear the sounds of people returning home on the street below.

The chirping of birds, the hum of cars, the hurried footsteps on the road, the fading echoes of an argument all these sounds only served to make room 403 feel even quieter.

As dusk fell, Xu Dengming put down her book and stretched. 

She turned on the light, drew the living room curtains, and then activated her system backpack with her mind, retrieving a disc loaded with an unknown number of special games waiting to be tested.

Running the disc didn’t require a computer; the system automatically prepared a graphical user interface with basic functionalities for the user.

Xu Dengming briefly checked the contents of the disc. 

There were only two options: one to view the tested games and the other to view the games awaiting testing. 

It was straightforward and clear.

Due to her limited experience, only one game icon appeared in the “awaiting testing” section. 

Its name was [Playing House], and like [Escape the Room], it was a single-player game.

The game icon was square, with a pink background and a candle drawn in the center, giving it a warm and cozy appearance.

Xu Dengming:”….”

She was certain the game’s content wouldn’t be as gentle and harmless as the icon suggested.

Xu Dengming launched the only game awaiting testing and sat back on the sofa, waiting patiently.

She hadn’t forgotten what the nurse had told her before she was discharged: if any symptoms appeared within a month, she could still contact the Seventh Hospital. 

If [Playing House] caused too much mental harm… she hoped the Seventh Hospital would understand the fluctuations in her condition after discharge.

The game started smoothly, and a progress bar appeared on the system interface. 

Once the bar filled up, the original interface automatically closed.

For a moment, it seemed as if nothing had happened.

Xu Dengming was still sitting in her living room, but she noticed that the visibility around her was decreasing. 

The appliances and furniture in the room seemed to be shrouded in a mist.

A moist evening breeze passed through the walls, gently echoing inside. 

The light dimmed, as if the artificial bulbs had quietly set with the evening sun.

Xu Dengming didn’t feel uncomfortable. 

She spread her arms and leaned back on the sofa, as if willingly sinking into an endless pool of warm water.

Faint, cold light floated in the air, drawing Xu Dengming’s attention. 

She noticed something new on the wall.

It was a wooden door that clashed with the overall decor. 

The lines of the door were crooked, and a round, smiling face had been drawn on it with colored crayons. 

Below the smile was a large number “3.”

Xu Dengming was reminded of the pixelated game she had tested for the first time.

The game’s hint was obvious. 

Xu Dengming stood up, the hem of her homewear swaying slightly in the air.

She walked over and pushed open the wooden door.

It was as if one bubble had suddenly merged with another. 

Two spaces abruptly intersected, and behind the door appeared a room that was definitely not part of the Sunflower Apartment’s construction plan.

The room had no windows, yet the lighting was bright. 

The brightness dispelled the faint, cold dampness in the air.

Xu Dengming’s face carried a hint of curiosity as she stepped inside. 

The moment her feet crossed the threshold, the wooden door behind her automatically closed, shutting out the traces of reality.

Her gaze swept around, carefully observing her surroundings. 

The first thought that came to her mind was “a riot of colors.” 

The unfamiliar room indeed had a rich combination of colors, with each wall painted differently. 

One of the walls was adorned with crayon drawings.

Xu Dengming could tell that the creator had a preference for bright red, though their artistic skills were quite limited. 

The figures in the drawings resembled stick figures.

A red stick figure was driving a red car, flying all the way up to the clouds. 

Despite the simplicity of the lines, one could sense the joy and pride in the stick figure’s expression.

“Although the creator’s drawing skills are lacking, their expressive ability is strong. Perhaps they are a natural talent,” Xu Dengming thought.

Standing in front of the crayon drawings, she admired the graffiti, feeling more and more that this room seemed like a child’s playroom. 

After a while, she turned around, intending to take a closer look at the other three walls. 

However, halfway through her turn, she suddenly froze.

Xu Dengming’s gaze shifted downward, landing on a girl who appeared to be about twelve or thirteen years old. 

There had been no noticeable sound in the room, yet the girl had appeared silently. 

Along with her came a small bed, a set of table and chairs, and some children’s toys like colored pencils and modeling clay. 

With these new additions, the playroom suddenly felt crowded.

The girl was bent over, intently fiddling with a doll in her hands, not even sparing a glance at the adult in front of her. 

Xu Dengming felt as if she had turned into a puff of air.

She noticed that the girl had strikingly clear black-and-white eyes and was wearing a simple patterned dress. 

The uneven cuffs and the long stitches suggested that the dress was not store-bought but rather a handmade piece, and the creator’s cutting and sewing skills were quite rudimentary.

Xu Dengming felt that the dress looked somewhat familiar. 

After a moment of recollection, she suddenly remembered seeing something similar online-a trend in the old district where flour sacks were repurposed into clothing. 

The patterns on those flour sacks were very similar to the ones on the girl’s dress.

She had seen similar flour sack clothes in her childhood, but so much time had passed that the once clear memories had faded into vague remnants.

The girl probably hadn’t wasted the fabric cut from the sack when making the sleeves and neckline. 

The doll in her hands was dressed in clothes with the same pattern as her own.

“Next, we need to prepare dinner,” the girl’s tender voice rang out in the room. 

She was talking to the doll, still not looking up at Xu Dengming, as if she completely didn’t sense the presence of a strange adult nearby.

Xu Dengming crossed her arms and silently stood to the side, carefully observing the girl’s every move. 

The girl placed the doll on the ground and arranged some small plastic bowls covered with cloth in front of it.

The ragdoll’s mouth, stitched with red thread, was perpetually curved in an asymmetrical smile, while its eyes, made of two buttons, sparkled brightly, seemingly brimming with anticipation for the upcoming game.

The little girl lifted the cloth covering the plastic bowl, revealing the vegetable leaves beneath. 

She smiled happily at the ragdoll, “You’ve already learned how to cook, that’s amazing! I’ll tell everyone how quickly you’re learning.”

Then, the little girl earnestly ate the boiled vegetable leaves from the bowl, as if savoring a gourmet meal. 

After swallowing the leaves, she clapped her hands cheerfully and said to the ragdoll with a serious expression, “Thank you, the meal was very good.”

Her voice was innocent and joyful.

After finishing her meal, the little girl picked up her ragdoll and slowly stood up, tilting her face upward.

Her face was now directly facing Xu Dengming, who saw his own reflection in her clear, black-and-white eyes.

Xu Dengming realized that her earlier judgment had been inaccurate.

The girl might not have failed to see her; she might have simply chosen to ignore her.

The smile on the little girl’s face remained as radiant as ever. 

She raised the ragdoll’s hand high and extended it toward Xu Dengming’s palm. 

Xu Dengming’s gaze slightly froze.

Theoretically, as an adult, Xu Dengming’s reaction time should have been faster than a child’s, yet she was caught off guard by her grasp. 

Was this a necessary part of the game’s process?

Xu Dengming’s eyes flickered slightly, and she instinctively activated her [Observer’s Eye], but she couldn’t detect any trace of the girl’s fate line.

Initially, she had assumed that the little girl in front of her wasn’t real and that everything happening was just a cutscene in the game. 

But now, it seemed that even cut scenes could include interactive elements.

The child’s hand was small, and the ragdoll’s hand was even smaller. 

Xu Dengming could feel her fingers being tightly gripped, and both the little girl’s and the ragdoll’s hands were icy cold.

The cold sensation quickly spread up Xu Dengming’s fingers, and the next moment, she was engulfed in an endless haze. 

At the same time, a faint voice whispered in her ear—

“Save my family.”

“Save Guo Jiajia.”

***

The morning light, filtered through the glass, took on an aged yellow hue. 

Outside, a few scattered single-story houses stood, some with water bills still pasted on their doors.

A chandelier missing a corner swayed gently on the ceiling, shaking off the corpses of a few insects.

The clock on the wall showed the time as 6:45. 

Below the clock was a calendar displaying September, with the 4th, 5th, and 6th circled in black marker, with the 6th having two circles.

Xu Dengming slowly sat up. 

She looked at the bed beneath her and then at her feet, which didn’t quite reach the floor, roughly understanding the situation she was in after the cutscene ended.

She was now in a child’s room, with surroundings that bore some similarities to the previous room but also many differences, such as the walls adorned with ordinary posters instead of red crayon drawings.

Xu Dengming jumped down from the bed. 

The bed was too high, and as she landed abruptly, her legs felt a bit weak.

She rubbed her knees.

People easily forget the past. 

Strong adults don’t constantly remember their weak and helpless childhood. 

Xu Dengming glanced around…

She looked at her own hands and feet, realizing that this body was even weaker than she had imagined.

Was she this fragile when she was a child?

Forced into this shrunken state, Xu Dengming walked around the room. 

The space wasn’t particularly comfortable, but it had the basic furniture.

By the window stood a desk and a cabinet. 

A calendar hung on the wall, with September 6th circled in black ink.

At the bottom of a poster on the wall were three rather clumsily written characters: “Guo Jiajia.”

If Xu Dengming’s judgment was correct, “Guo Jiajia” was the name of the room’s owner.

The new body felt unfamiliar to Xu Dengming. 


With some effort, she climbed onto the desk. 

The cabinet’s glass was transparent, allowing her to clearly see the books and toys inside. 

The two volumes of the Children’s Encyclopedia clearly didn’t match, and next to them were other educational books like The Origin of Life, Bees, Butterflies, and Pollination, and Crafting Starts with Children. 

All the books looked quite old.
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The storage compartment beneath the books contained some toy aircraft and toy cars, as well as colored pens, sketchbooks, comic books, scissors, needles, thread, fabric scraps, and small plastic bowls and dishes.

The toys were all quite old, with a noticeably rough texture. 

The aircraft was covered in cracks and tightly wrapped with tape in several places.

The desk came with drawers. 

Xu Dengming opened them to check and found three notebooks and a stationery box, along with a white plastic container.

Among the three notebooks, one was blank, another was filled with random scribbles, and the last one was a diary.

Xu Dengming knew that, following the usual tropes of games, the diary would likely contain key information for the player to progress. 

She pulled out the chair and sat down, starting to read from the beginning.

The title page of the diary read, “The Diary of the Smartest and Most Amazing Kid-Guo Jiajia.”

Guo Jiajia had a high opinion of herself, and Xu Dengming hoped that the following entries would be equally expressive.

Xu Dengming continued flipping through the pages and soon reached the main content—

“January 1st”

“Today I got a diary.”

“I will keep a good diary.”

“January 2nd”

“Grandma is sleeping, Dad went to work, Mom went grocery shopping.”

“I’m writing in my diary.”

“January 3rd”

“Grandma is sleeping, Dad went to work, Mom went grocery shopping.”

“I’m writing in my diary.”

“January 4th”

“Same as yesterday, nothing worth recording.”

“January 5th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“June 20th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“July 17th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

Xu Dengming read for a while, her expression gradually becoming subtly complex.

At first, she read page by page, but after February, she started flipping through quickly, soon confirming that most of the diary entries were the same: “Nothing worth recording.”

Guo Jiajia’s recording style was very characteristic of a child. 

After just a few days, her initial enthusiasm visibly waned. 

Although each day’s entry still took up a full page, it was hard to extract any meaningful content, forming a stark contrast with her opening declaration, “I will keep a good diary.”

Xu Dengming pressed her temple and flipped back to February, patiently reading through each page.

By mid-March, Xu Dengming noticed that some pages were stuck together. 

She carefully peeled them apart and found an entry that was different from the others—

“March 14th”

“Her leg was swollen.”

“I cut her open, took out the extra cotton, healed her, and sewed her back up.”

Even without formal training in treating injuries, Xu Dengming knew that cutting someone open and sewing them back up were not normal methods of treatment for humans.

Xu Dengming naturally recalled the ragdoll she had seen before officially starting the game.

The cotton inside the doll’s body was unevenly distributed, so Guo Jiajia had cut open the doll’s leg, removed the excess cotton, and then sewed it back up.

Xu Dengming had seen scissors and needles in the cabinet, and she guessed that modifying her doll was one of Guo Jiajia’s forms of entertainment.

She didn’t know much about child psychology and wasn’t sure if this was a common behavior.

Xu Dengming continued flipping through the diary.

For little Guo Jiajia, life in April was noticeably different from March.

“April 2nd”

“Dad was very angry. He scolded me, scolded Mom, and kept scolding Grandma.”

“The aircraft was smashed by Dad.”

“April 3rd”

“Dad said he was sorry and promised to fix the aircraft.”

“The aircraft is wrapped with a lot of tape. Is this considered fixed?

“I don’t think so.”

“April 4th”

“Nothing worth recording.

“I can learn to repair the aircraft myself.”

“April 5th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“April 6th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

The April diary entries revealed one thing to Xu Dengming: Guo Jiajia’s family had experienced a conflict. 

And in the game’s storyline, conflicts often carry special significance.

Unfortunately, Guo Jiajia only mentioned the parents’ argument but didn’t specify the reason.

Xu Dengming continued reading. 

The May entries were still filled with “nothing worth recording,” until June, when some noteworthy records reappeared-

“June 3rd”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“The medicine is almost gone.”

“Dad replenished the new medicine.”

“June 28th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Playing badminton is still quite fun.”

The June diary told Xu Dengming that Guo Jiajia found badminton interesting. 

Additionally, this child had been taking medicine, but there was no corresponding content in the earlier entries. 

Xu Dengming wasn’t sure how long Guo Jiajia had been taking the medicine.

If Guo Jiajia started taking medicine before obtaining the diary, then this behavior had persisted for quite some time.

So, the white plastic bottle she had just seen in the drawer might contain the child’s medicine. 

Did Guo Jiajia have some health issue?

Xu Dengming wanted to take out the plastic bottle to confirm, but when she looked down, she saw that the drawer was already closed.

…When did she close the drawer?

Xu Dengming frowned slightly. 

For a moment, she almost suspected that her thoughts were being influenced by some unknown force again. 

She reopened the drawer and, upon seeing its contents, her movements paused almost imperceptibly.

Inside the drawer, she found a stationery box, a white plastic bottle, and three notebooks.

Time seemed to repeat itself, unfolding the same scene before Xu Dengming’s eyes once more.

Even the diary she had been holding and flipping through moments ago had reappeared in the drawer, while the desktop was now empty.

Xu Dengming was well aware that many games had bugs where items would respawn, but experiencing such a bug in an immersive setting gave her a profound sense of eeriness.

Unlike the previous instance, her cognitive abilities weren’t stripped away, and the environment wasn’t filled with violence or chaos-it was simply abnormal. 

This abnormality lurked quietly within the calm of daily life, only to suddenly emerge and catch her off guard.

Suppressing thoughts unrelated to clearing the level, Xu Dengming opened the white plastic bottle and confirmed that it indeed contained three white, pill-like objects. 

Then, for the second time, she took out the diary from the drawer.

The contents of the diary remained unchanged despite the reset, with only a few meaningful entries. 

After quickly reading through the records for June, Xu Dengming flipped the diary to July.

“July 9th.”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Dad got really angry again and tore up my book.”

“July 10th.”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Dad found me a new book, but now my Children’s Encyclopedia doesn’t look as neat.”

“July 30th.”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Dad was angry. I told him not to be angry, but he tore up my book.”

“July 31st.”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“I no longer have The Essence of Food.”

It seemed that more things happened in July than before. 

Xu Dengming noticed that the father in this household had once again lost his temper. 

Guo Jiajia’s various diary entries described her father’s emotional outbursts, during which two of her books were torn up. 

One was somewhat half-heartedly replaced, while the other was not replaced at all.

On July 30th, Guo Jiajia still seemed to hold some expectation for her father’s behavior. 

It wasn’t until the next day that she realized he had no intention of finding another copy of The Essence of Food for her.

“Dad” seemed to be growing impatient and no longer wanted to make amends for his actions. 

The atmosphere in the household was gradually becoming tense.

From the January entries, it was clear that besides Guo Jiajia and “Dad,” there were also “Grandma” and “Mom” in the family. 

However, the latter two hardly appeared in the diary. 

Apart from the initial argument, their presence was alarmingly minimal, with no mention of them mediating any conflicts.

Since they lived under the same roof, it was unlikely that “Grandma” and “Mom” had no contact with Guo Jiajia at all. 

Xu Dengming leaned toward the idea that this was the child’s writing habit. 

Aside from the initial mundane entries, she seemed to only record things that had a clear impact on her playing badminton was positive, while “Dad’s” outbursts were negative.

What about the new medication? 

What impact did that have on Guo Jiajia?

Xu Dengming continued reading. 

The August entries were not much different from July’s.

“August 18th.”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Angry Dad tore up The Origin of Life.”

“I tried to heal the book, but it didn’t recover.”

Guo Jiajia’s father had once again torn up the child’s book. 

However, unlike The Essence of Food, which had completely disappeared, The Origin of Life still remained on Guo Jiajia’s bookshelf.

Xu Dengming decided to look for clues in the book. 

She struggled to climb onto the table, stretched out her arm, stood on tiptoe, and retrieved The Origin of Life from the top of the cabinet.

As soon as she pulled out the book, she immediately understood why Guo Jiajia said it hadn’t recovered.

The Origin of Life had been roughly torn into many pieces, and there were still traces of red thread stitching the torn pages together. 

However, thread was clearly not a suitable tool for repairing books. 

While it seemed fine when left quietly in the cabinet, as soon as it was held, the seemingly intact book immediately showed signs of falling apart.

Xu Dengming had to handle it with extra care.

Having gained some experience, Guo Jiajia no longer expected her father to bring books home. 

She didn’t abandon the severely damaged “The Origin of Life” and began to do her best to repair it.

The books in the cabinet stirred up a bit of nostalgia in Xu Dengming.

As a child, she had once enjoyed spending rare moments of rest in the public library. 

During that time, she had also read a popular science book titled “The Origin of Life” multiple times. 

Now, flipping through it casually, she noticed that the content of this book was significantly different from what she remembered. 


It must have just happened to share the same name.

“…The meaning of life lies in flesh and blood. Humans cut open vegetables, and pale green blood flows down the blade. The remaining bits of flesh are placed in hot water. Bubbles rise as humans patiently wait for them to dissolve.”

Xu Dengming’s expression turned somewhat peculiar. 

She had never thought before that boiling vegetables in plain water could be recorded on paper in such a unique way.
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Xu Dengming continued reading, and the author of the book began to elaborate on some of their ideas about how to assemble life.

The author of “The Origin of Life” stated that, as intelligent beings, humans should not have too many taboos about creating new life. 

Similar practices have existed since ancient times and will continue to exist. 

This is a custom that runs through history like a backbone, spanning the entire progress of human civilization.

Humans inject new blood into their bodies, filling damaged parts with new flesh and organs, hoping to revive a better existence. 

The body is merely a vessel for the mind, so creating life is essentially no different from crafting a vessel. 

If a human is willing and possesses the necessary talent, they can create the source of a new life.

Such statements were not explicitly laid out throughout “The Origin of Life” but were subtly scattered across various chapters, gradually influencing the reader’s thoughts.

One chapter, at first glance, seemed to be about making vegetable puree, but the expression was oddly peculiar.

“Break different lives into their most basic forms, recombine them into a desired shape. If it fails to come alive, it’s just a bowl of food. If it gains new potential, then life has been created.”

Xu Dengming rubbed her temples.

Before Zhao Bainiao’s explanation, Xu Dengming might have thought Guo Jiajia had simply bought a pirated book filled with the author’s absurd musings. 

But now, a term surfaced in her mind-

“The God of Flesh and Life.”

Creating new life-isn’t that also the domain of the God of Life?

If Guo Jiajia’s book came from her elders, then this family might very well be the fanatical believers Zhao Bainiao had mentioned. 

However, Xu Dengming couldn’t yet confirm whether the content of the book was a coincidence or if this family truly held unique beliefs about life.

As she flipped further, the text on the pages grew increasingly convoluted, and Xu Dengming felt a slight dizziness while reading.

Xu Dengming wasn’t sure how much exploration time the game had left for the players. 

She quickly finished examining the book in her hands and returned “The Origin of Life” to its original spot.

Then, she jumped back onto the chair and, unsurprisingly, found that the diary she had just taken out had disappeared once again. 

Xu Dengming paused for a second, then looked up at the top of the bookshelf.

She had taken out “The Origin of Life” earlier, and when she put it back, it protruded slightly from its spot, though not enough to be noticeable unless one looked closely.

At this moment, “The Origin of Life” indeed seemed to protrude a bit, proving that Xu Dengming had indeed taken it out and returned it.

The diary had returned to its original position, but “The Origin of Life” had not.

So, was there something special about the drawer?

Xu Dengming felt a sharp pain in her temples, and her gaze shifted back to the diary.

The diary she retrieved from the drawer for the third time was no different from the previous two. 

Xu Dengming flipped to August.

There weren’t many entries left, and Xu Dengming had a premonition that she was approaching crucial information.

“August 21st.”

“Nothing worth recording happened.”

“I found a flyer; there’s a badminton competition at the gymnasium on September 6th.”

“The gymnasium is far away, and Dad won’t let me go out to play badminton.”

“August 22nd”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Mom promised she would talk to Dad.”

“August 23rd”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Did Mom talk to him?”

“August 24th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“August 25th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Dad got really angry, but he didn’t say I couldn’t go to the gymnasium.”

Xu Dengming read Guo Jiajia’s diary and sensed something amiss in her family.

She wasn’t sure if the “Dad” in this household had agreed to Guo Jiajia’s request, but the child clearly felt that the parents’ attitude was tacit approval.

The evidence was in the later entries, where Guo Jiajia kept counting down the days until the competition.

Guo Jiajia had high hopes for this and even sought her mother’s help to achieve her goal, something that had never appeared in previous records.

“August 31st”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Six days left until September 6th. I need to pack my bag early.”

“September 1st”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Five more days.”

“September 4th.”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“Two more days.”

“Dad got really angry.”

“She was torn apart, and I couldn’t sew her back together. Mom couldn’t help either.”

“Save her.”

“September 5th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

“September 6th”

“Nothing worth recording.”

Guo Jiajia’s diary only went up to September 6th, with everything after that left blank.

From the diary, it seemed that today was the day of the badminton competition.

In the children’s room, there were two calendars, one large and one small, both marked on September 6th.

Guo Jiajia had been eagerly anticipating the competition and didn’t hide her emotions.

Xu Dengming put the diary back and began searching the entire children’s room. 

Finally, in the innermost part of the bottom drawer of the cabinet, she found a red suitcase.

She opened it and found a few changes of clothes, a water bottle, and a small wallet. 

The coins inside were the kind that had circulated after the Great Disaster, totaling about four yuan, equivalent to about twenty yuan in today’s purchasing power.

Guo Jiajia had mentioned in her diary that she wanted to go to the distant gymnasium for the badminton competition and had even packed her luggage. 

If she had really planned to go out today, the suitcase should have been placed in a more accessible spot.

Something must have gone wrong with Guo Jiajia’s plan. 

Additionally, starting from September 5th, Guo Jiajia had stopped counting down. 

Xu Dengming had reason to suspect that on the 4th, “Dad” had explicitly refused Guo Jiajia’s request, leading to a conflict during which “Dad” angrily tore apart Guo Jiajia’s cloth doll.

Xu Dengming hadn’t found the cloth doll in the room; this toy, like The Essence of Food, had disappeared.

The clock on the wall pointed to 7:15.

Having explored the children’s room thoroughly, Xu Dengming was about to leave to gather more information when she heard movement behind the door.

The first voice to come through was that of an adult woman: 

“Do you really have to go out? What time will you be back today?”

Her tone carried a hint of displeasure.

Then, a man’s voice responded to her:

“I’ll be back after work.”

The man’s voice sounded muffled, as if he had a piece of flatbread in his mouth. 

Just by listening, Xu Dengming could vividly imagine a busy adult rushing to work, unable to eat breakfast properly, and instead nibbling on the bread while walking and swallowing.

Xu Dengming tiptoed to the door, intending to open it just a crack to peek outside. 

She pressed her eye close to the doorframe but noticed signs of forced entry-the lock had been violently dismantled, leaving a finger-sized hole in its place. 

However, the hole was filled with splinters, making it inconvenient for spying.

She placed one hand on the doorknob but, before she could open it, her legs suddenly gave way, and she collapsed weakly to the floor.

The world spun in her vision. 

It took Xu Dengming a second to realize she was lying on the ground.

Her diary had told her that Guo Jiajia had been taking medication, and there were leftover pills in the desk drawer. 

All the signs pointed to the child’s unstable condition. 

But Xu Dengming hadn’t anticipated that the onset of the illness would be so sudden and severe.

Her strength was instantly drained from her body. 

Xu Dengming couldn’t move her limbs at all.

Her senses became numb in an instant, and she couldn’t even be sure if she was still breathing.

-Was she really alive? 

Was her heart still beating?

Outside, the man and woman were saying their goodbyes. 

Just a door away, Xu Dengming lay motionless on the floor, her eyes feeling as if they were weighed down by heavy stones, unable to move.

She could hear the footsteps outside, the sound of the man leaving and the door closing, but she couldn’t make a sound to call for help. 

Xu Dengming had to muster all her strength just to ensure she was still breathing.

Xu Dengming remained lying on the floor for about ten minutes before the tips of her fingers trembled slightly, and her lost senses began to gradually return.

After another five minutes, she gripped the edge of the bed and struggled to get up from the floor.

Xu Dengming felt extremely weak.

-If her physical abilities could be quantified in this game, Xu Dengming thought, her stats would likely be reduced to two-thirds of what they were at the start.

Xu Dengming slowly walked back to the desk, took out the pill bottle, and poured one tablet into her palm.

The bottle had no instructions, and the pill itself bore no distinctive features that could prove its effectiveness.

Before taking the pill, Xu Dengming had wanted to use her [Observer’s Eye] to see what changes her choice would bring—

But she failed.

Xu Dengming couldn’t see her own lifeline. 

The ability that had become a part of her existence had vanished without a trace, like a healthy person suddenly losing a hand or a foot, leaving her with an indescribable sense of unease.

Without a guide and with insufficient clues, Xu Dengming couldn’t determine what consequences taking the pill in the game would have. 

But she had no choice but to take the risk to find the answer.

Xu Dengming swallowed the pill.

The pill slid down her throat and into her stomach. 

The feeling of weakness quickly subsided, and Xu Dengming’s guess was confirmed. 

She felt…

Her stamina had returned to its initial state at the start of the game.

Xu Dengming no longer placed the medicine bottle back in the drawer but instead held it firmly in his hand-considering that the items in the drawer had the peculiarity of periodically resetting, she couldn’t even trust keeping the bottle in her pocket. 

She had to keep it tightly gripped at all times.

“Click.”


The sound of the front door opening and closing came from outside again. 

Another person had left the house. 

Based on the diary’s contents, it was likely “Mom” going out to buy groceries.

Now, only Xu Dengming and his grandmother remained in the house.
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With a soft “creak,” the old children’s room door was opened from the inside.

Xu Dengming tiptoed out of the room, her small leather shoes making no sound as they touched the floor.

She felt that this body had some muscle memory, and when moving, there was a natural caution that perfectly matched the persona of a little girl lacking combat ability and burdened with an unpredictable illness debuff.

Xu Dengming thought that, constrained by her current hardware limitations, she probably couldn’t repeat the act of hiding in a corner and jumping out to swing a surprise blow at a passing monster.

-She sincerely hoped that this game wasn’t testing the player’s combat skills.

This house was quite different from the apartment Xu Dengming was used to, with an obvious asymmetry in its internal structure.

Judging by the height, the house was on the first floor. 

The furniture and decor inside were very old, with some wallpaper and plaster already showing signs of peeling, and yellow stains from water seepage on the ceiling.

In contrast to the decor, the cleanliness of the house was impeccable, with both the windowsills and the floor almost dust-free.

A clock hung on the wall in the living room, its hands pointing to 7:20.

Xu Dengming’s gaze swept across the house, confirming that Guo Jiajia’s home had a layout of three bedrooms, one living room, one kitchen, and one bathroom. 

Compared to other areas, the kitchen was unusually large, even more spacious than the living room and children’s room combined. 

The bathroom was quite ordinary, and through the half-open door, she could vaguely see some cleaning tools inside.

Among the three bedrooms, the children’s room was located in the southwest corner, the middle one was a storage room, and the master bedroom was in the southeast corner. 

Xu Dengming first took a look at the storage room adjacent to the children’s room.

There weren’t many items inside, but the dust was thick, indicating that no one usually came here.

Considering that Guo Jiajia probably hadn’t visited the storage room before, Xu Dengming suspected that this area was actually a distraction in the game, so she lowered its exploration priority.

Xu Dengming then walked to the master bedroom door, which was very close to the kitchen and not tightly shut. 

Through the gap, she saw that it only contained a bed and a wardrobe, appearing even more monotonous than Guo Jiajia’s children’s room, serving only the basic functions of sleeping and changing clothes.

After understanding the layout of the master bedroom, Xu Dengming wandered around the kitchen.

The kitchen had a U-shaped counter against the east wall, with the refrigerator embedded in the southeast corner of the counter.

On the west side of the U-shaped counter, near the south wall, there was a separate counter with fruits, a teapot, and an empty vase.

The separate counter wasn’t far from the master bedroom door, and if one rushed too quickly in the morning, they could easily bump their foot against it.

The fruits on the counter were just a bowl of apples and pears with black spots. 

Given Xu Dengming’s living standards, she probably wouldn’t mind eating them, which gave her a clearer sense of the family’s financial situation.

About three meters to the north of the counter, there was a window on the wall. 

Through the window, Xu Dengming could see scattered bungalows outside.

These bungalows were at varying distances, with a modern architectural style, but not all of them had signs of life. 

Many of the houses had twisted weeds growing at their entrances.

This was a human settlement on the brink of desolation. 

According to what Xu Dengming had read in the school library, such settlements weren’t too bad right after the Great Catastrophe. 

At the very least, they retained the essential facilities needed for daily life-electricity and running water were still available. 

Some settlements, however, were too dangerous and desolate, leaving only one or two people who couldn’t afford to flee behind.

Xu Dengming turned and gazed at the kitchen. 

Even someone as unparticular about living conditions as her felt that the distance between the kitchen and the master bedroom was uncomfortably close.

She had once read in a book that after the Great Catastrophe, many areas began reconstruction. 

Due to the chaos at the time, the competence of those in charge varied greatly, leading to the emergence of many uniquely designed buildings that persistently challenged the aesthetics and living habits of the general public.

Perhaps Guo Jiajia’s home was also the work of an unreliable designer.

The advantage of these houses was their low cost, but the downside was the lack of any after-sales service. 

Many people would move to safer places after living there for a while, leaving the vacant houses for the next owner who took a liking to them.

Xu Dengming left the kitchen and walked toward the living room.

She had already spotted the grandmother mentioned in the diary.

The grandmother’s appearance was extremely aged and emaciated, making it difficult to determine her exact age. 

She lay silently on a recliner near the edge of the living room, close to the balcony. 

Beside her was a wooden cabinet with a ceramic water jug placed on top.

The wooden recliner remained motionless, and so did the grandmother.

With only two people left, the house had become eerily quiet.

Xu Dengming walked softly to the grandmother’s side. 

Perhaps her position blocked the sunlight, making the air feel a bit colder. 

After a while, the grandmother, who had been quietly sleeping, stirred slightly. 

Her lips, dry as withered grass, parted, and a hoarse sound emerged from her throat:

Her voice was as faint as a wisp of ash carried by a warm breeze.

Xu Dengming responded softly, “Grandmother.”

The grandmother didn’t continue the conversation with the young girl. 

She opened her eyes, but they were clouded, as if veiled by a layer of haze. 

Her gaze was unfocused, seemingly unable to see her surroundings.

Xu Dengming waved her hand in front of the grandmother’s eyes, but there was still no reaction.

The old woman’s face shifted with difficulty toward the area where the sunlight had been blocked. 

At the same time, her right hand trembled as she groped in the air for a moment before gently landing on Xu Dengming’s head. 

She patted it twice, then her hand fell weakly back down.

She murmured again.

The grandmother had been covered with a thin blanket, but due to her earlier movement, a corner of it had slipped off. 

Xu Dengming bent down to pick it up and draped it back over the grandmother, then placed the old woman’s fallen hand back under the blanket.

When she held the grandmother’s wrist, Xu Dengming’s movements paused for a moment.

The grandmother was extremely thin-so thin that she didn’t resemble a living person but rather a skeleton draped in a layer of human skin.

When the grandmother’s hand was lifted, her wrinkled, age-spotted skin hung like candle wax, swaying gently in the air. 

After Xu Dengming placed her hand back down, the old woman’s skin slowly spread out like heated lard, settling naturally.

The contours of the bones beneath were faintly outlined.

Age and frailty were etched into every inch of the old woman’s body.

The grandmother’s arm was cold. 

When Xu Dengming let go of her hand, the lingering sensation of that oily, icy touch still clung to her fingertips.

Xu Dengming pursed her lips, her heartbeat suddenly quickening. 

At the same time, a rather bizarre thought surfaced in her mind. 

Then, she reached out and touched the side of the old woman’s neck.

The skin and flesh of the neck were as loose, greasy, and cold as the rest of her body.

Xu Dengming couldn’t find a pulse.

When she realized she was interacting with an anomaly within the game, Xu Dengming’s expression gradually calmed. 

She reached out again to press against the grandmother’s chest-if the other person were alive, they should at least have a beating heart.

Xu Dengming’s fingers rested on the fabric over the old woman’s chest. 

She gradually increased the pressure, and the clothing began to sink inward.

She felt nothing.

The grandmother’s chest seemed hollow, withered, and sunken.

The heart that should theoretically exist here, along with the surrounding flesh and blood, had vanished without a trace.

The scene before her reminded Xu Dengming of the book “The Origin of Life”, which contained rather abnormal content.

The old woman seemed to be nothing more than a dried-up husk-able to speak and move, but without a heartbeat or pulse. 

Could such a person still be considered alive?

Xu Dengming was curious. 

If [Observer’s Eye] were still functional, could she find the threads of fate on this person?

The old woman on the recliner moved again, her stiff neck turning unnaturally slowly. 

Her wrinkled, decaying face turned toward Xu Dengming, revealing a stiff smile, as if a skull had cracked open its jaw.

The old woman couldn’t see her, but she could sense someone nearby.

Xu Dengming knew that many games would present a normal, even warm facade to players when the level of decryption hadn’t been met. 

However, once players glimpsed the truth, all the illusory pretenses would be torn apart, revealing the horrifying reality hidden beneath.

In less than three minutes, the old woman who had patted Xu Dengming’s head and called her “Jiajia” seemed to have disappeared. 

What remained on the recliner was nothing more than a moving skin and skeleton.

The skin-and-bone figure raised its hand and swiftly grabbed Xu Dengming’s wrist. 

Its yellowed, sharp nails dug forcefully into the artery on her wrist.

The dirt-covered nails sank deeper, cutting into the little girl’s skin. 

Bright red liquid began to flow from the wound. 

The old woman clung tightly to the child’s arm, trying to bring the wound to her mouth.

The skeleton on the recliner had finally revealed its craving for flesh and blood.

After being grabbed, Xu Dengming’s first instinct was to break free. 

Unfortunately, this body’s strength and agility were far too lacking, leaving her with little room to maneuver. 

Xu Dengming habitually reached for her backpack to retrieve an item, but-

[System: Conditions not met. Backpack usage failed.]

[Playing House] not only disabled the user’s [Observer’s Eye] and [Box of Fate], but it also restricted access to the user’s backpack.

Xu Dengming nearly let out a cold laugh—even in the wild dungeons outside, she had never faced such restrictions.

The Unhatched Flame always managed to surprise her in new ways.

With her right hand restrained, Xu Dengming had no choice but to temporarily release the medicine bottle she was clutching in her left hand. 

She then grabbed the nearest ceramic kettle and, without hesitation, smashed it forcefully against the old woman’s arm.

“Bang!”

The ceramic kettle shattered, and fragments of the kettle along with the liquid inside splattered everywhere. 

Some of it landed on Xu Dengming, and she realized that the kettle didn’t contain water, tea, or medicine, but rather an unknown pink liquid.

The pink liquid emitted a fruity aroma, which should have been sweet and pleasant. 

However, Xu Dengming detected a faint, yet distinct, metallic scent of rust.

After being struck by the force, the old woman finally released Xu Dengming’s wrist. 


She flailed his arms aimlessly and chaotically in the air, her withered mouth opening and closing as a hissing sound escaped from her throat.

Once she managed to break free, Xu Dengming staggered backward, bending down to pick up the medicine bottle she had dropped.

The blood on her wrist continued to flow. 

The body of a child was far too fragile, and after just one round of struggle, Xu Dengming once again felt dizzy and weak.



 
  Chapter 31: Completely Annihilated





Perhaps because the time since losing contact was too short, the medicine bottle was fortunately not refreshed back into the drawer of the children’s room by the game, leaving Xu Dengming with a chance to recover.

Xu Dengming had already created some distance between herself and the old woman. 

At the same time, the earlier sense of weakness rapidly spread, seeping from her bones to her entire body.

Having experienced this before, Xu Dengming knew she would soon lose her ability to move. 

She had to act quickly and take the medicine to alleviate her condition.

There were two pills left in the bottle.

Xu Dengming paused her movements. 

The surroundings were eerily quiet, and she clearly heard something soft and limp fall to the ground.

Had the old woman done something again, or had she failed to hold on tightly, dropping the medicine bottle once more?

Xu Dengming instinctively looked down to check, only to realize she had made a critical error in judgment: her body was still acting according to her will, and up to this moment, she was still tightly gripping the medicine bottle, with no sign of letting go.

But her finger had fallen to the ground.

The fresh cut, the red bloodstains splattered on her skin, the fingertips clutching the medicine bottle still twitching slightly, as if they were still connected to her palm.

The game hadn’t stripped Xu Dengming of her common sense or logic, because this place itself defied common sense.

Xu Dengming suspected her ability to think was already compromised. 

She instinctively looked at her left hand, which was now only half there, the broken end revealing jagged flesh, with less blood than she had imagined.

She felt she should pick up the severed hand along with the medicine bottle, to see if she could piece the missing part back together. 

But plans couldn’t keep up with changes the moment she tried to grasp the severed finger with her right hand, it too fell to the ground.

Ten fresh fingers tangled together like vines, inseparable. 

She had lost the chance to pick up the medicine bottle and the severed fingers. 

Xu Dengming habitually wanted to rub her temples but failed. 

She noticed her eyes and nose were becoming moist, with blood quietly seeping out.

The injuries had appeared without warning, and this fragile body was on the verge of collapse.

Compared to the relatively normal bedroom, Xu Dengming’s experience in the living room was both dangerous and absurd.

Xu Dengming decided to return to Guo Jiajia’s bedroom. 

Compared to the outside, the game’s initial spawn point was practically a safe zone. 

She needed more time to sort through the clues she had.

She lifted her foot to start running back, but what she lifted was only her lower leg.

“Drip, drip.”

Pieces of flesh, bone, and blood fell to the ground one after another.

Xu Dengming felt her vision getting lower and lower. 

Her body had turned into a large piece of pre-sliced roast meat, hanging loosely on a skewer, with pieces falling off at the slightest movement.

The last thing to fall was her eyeball.

The eyeball, smeared with sticky blood, landed on the floor, its white vitreous body covered with fine red veins.

The door to the children’s room was more than a meter away from the eyeball. 

The eyeball stared blankly at the surrounding pieces of flesh, the unnaturally low-angle images being transmitted frame by frame to a brain scattered who knows where.

Xu Dengming tried her best to stay calm-after her body shattered, she should have been dead, so why hadn’t she seen the system’s failure prompt yet?

Her consciousness had been forcibly left on the eyeball.

Xu Dengming began to replay all her experiences since entering the game in her mind, trying to find the cause of her death. 

“Tap, tap, tap.”

As long as the players couldn’t log out, the game continued.

Xu Dengming heard footsteps approaching from outside the door, stopping, followed by the sound of a key turning in the lock.

The woman who had gone out to buy groceries finally finished her task. 

She skillfully placed the basket containing potatoes and vegetables on the shoe rack, bent down, and changed into slippers.

At this moment, the living room was littered with minced meat, resembling a slaughterhouse more than an ordinary home.

Faced with such a horrifying scene, the woman’s expression remained unchanged, as if she was completely unaware of the abnormality around her.

Thick blood slowly flowed near the doorway, soaking the woman’s slippers.

The woman walked into the house without noticing anything. 

She stepped on a piece of minced meat, and blood oozed out from it.

“Squelch.”

The meat was flattened under her foot, yet the woman’s expression remained normal.

Xu Dengming’s blood was carried to various parts of the room through the woman’s slippers. 

As the woman walked back and forth, she occasionally stepped on some brain matter.

The once clean and tidy house began to take on the appearance of a haunted house.

Xu Dengming watched the scene before her, feeling a slight chill. 

She wanted to close her eyes, but her eyelids were missing, making it impossible to shut off her vision.

After putting down the groceries, the woman glanced at the fragments near her mother-in-law and muttered something softly, as if complaining about the environment. 

She covered her mouth and nose and sneezed:

“Achoo!”

Then the woman went into the bathroom, grabbed a broom, a cloth, and a trash can, cleaned up the countless pieces of the shattered ceramic pot, and carefully wiped away the liquid on the floor.

Bloodstains.

While cleaning, she occasionally took away some of the minced meat and bloodstains left by Xu Dengming.

After tidying up the living room, the woman headed to the kitchen. 

As she passed by the window, the sunlight shone on her, revealing a small stain on her cheek that she had inadvertently picked up.

Throughout it all, the woman’s expression remained normal, her demeanor natural and habitual, her calmness eerily unsettling.

After finishing the cleaning, the woman entered the kitchen, took an apple from the counter, opened the fridge, and pulled out a small piece of what looked like expired pork.

Xu Dengming knew from the diary that the woman was usually responsible for buying groceries.

She sincerely hoped that the contents of the fridge wouldn’t be little Guo Jiajia’s lunch.

The woman skillfully washed the apple, used a small knife to remove the black spots, then crushed the apple flesh together with the “expired pork” to extract the juice, filtered out the residue, and poured it all into a new ceramic kettle, adding enough water.

Watching the woman’s actions, Xu Dengming suddenly had an epiphany.

Sure enough, the woman brought the prepared drink to the old man, lifted the thin blanket covering him, and unbuttoned his shirt. 

A large hole was revealed in the old man’s chest.

The woman poured the pink liquid into the hole in her chest, filling it about a third of the way, and placed the remaining drink on the wooden cabinet.

The old woman’s throat emitted a soft, muddled murmur: “Jiajia…”

After being fed the liquid, the old woman’s abnormalities and aggressiveness disappeared, returning to his original frail but harmless state. 

Xu Dengming silently watched the entire process, unable to speak.

After all, even if she wanted to comment now, it would be hard to determine where exactly she had left her tongue in the living room.

At this moment, Xu Dengming felt an indescribable sense of strangeness and absurdity. 

When faced with danger, humans might scream or struggle, but she had been stripped of all subjective initiative.

Xu Dengming thought that her current calmness might have nothing to do with her mindset; it was entirely because her physical state didn’t allow her to express any emotional fluctuations.

She could only watch, just watch.

After pouring the drink for the old woman, the woman’s expression relaxed a bit. 

She walked briskly back to the kitchen and began preparing to cook.

The eyeball on the living room floor turned slightly, glancing at the clock. 

The time was now 10:14 AM.

It had sped up.

The argument with the old woman definitely hadn’t lasted nearly three hours. 

Ever since Xu Dengming lost her ability to move, the flow of time had become abnormal.

In the kitchen, the woman took out some leafy greens and a potato from the vegetable basket.

After the Great Catastrophe, many vegetables had changed. 

For example, the radishes commonly consumed now were mostly the blue- skinned varieties cultivated in the Core City. 

As for potatoes, they were one of the few plants that had remained remarkably stable in their characteristics, making them very popular among the residents.

The woman deftly washed off the dirt from the potato’s surface and raised the shiny kitchen knife high in her right hand.

“Thud.”

The knife came down.

Blood splattered across the counter. 

The woman’s head, like the potato, fell from her severed neck and rolled across the floor, from the kitchen all the way into the living room.

Her eyes were wide open, filled with unmistakable shock, and they were staring directly into Xu Dengming’s eyes.

The woman’s blood gradually spread across the kitchen, blocked by the counter near the south side, preventing it from flowing into the living room.

As their eyes met, the woman’s head began to roll again. 

Xu Dengming thought it would move toward her, perhaps to intimidate her up close, but instead, the head rolled all the way into the bedroom, completely out of her sight.

After the head entered the bedroom, the woman’s body disappeared, and the kitchen returned to normal.

The blood that had filled the kitchen seemed to be nothing more than an illusion created by Xu Dengming lying flat on the floor.

Xu Dengming instinctively glanced at the clock again. 

The time was now 11:17 AM.

After the anomaly in the living room, the flow of time had once again been distorted.

11:40 AM.

Xu Dengming heard footsteps and the sound of a lock being opened once more. 

This time, it was the man returning home.

The man was wearing a cheap dark coat, with loose threads visible at the cuffs. 

His hair was a bit messy, and his complexion wasn’t great, with several deep wrinkles etched between his brows, making him look somewhat irritable.

He stepped unknowingly on the minced meat on the floor, walked through the blood-stained living room, and then looked around in confusion.

The woman’s body was gone, and the groceries she had bought were also missing, as if no one had ever been at the counter preparing lunch. 

This didn’t align with the man’s understanding of the woman’s schedule.

The man frowned, clearly sensing that something was wrong, and began to carefully observe the situation at home. 

He first walked to the window and looked out, then crouched down.

The vegetable basket the woman had used was placed on the floor, and due to the angle, the man had only just noticed it.

“Gulp.”


As the man caught sight of the vegetable basket, a second potato-shaped head thudded onto the floor, bouncing slightly.

A fountain of blood gushed endlessly from the severed neck, splattering even into the living room and splashing across Xu Dengming’s eyes.

Amidst the crimson, a system message flashed in Xu Dengming’s vision-

[First playthrough complete. Player has achieved the accomplishment [Total Annihilation].]



 
  Chapter 32: Run Away





Xu Dengming sprawled out on the sofa, limbs extended like a dismantled scarecrow, motionless.

After completing the first round of [Houseplay], Xu Dengming returned directly to her living room.

Influenced by the game, the living room looked entirely different from before.

The sensation of being submerged in water became more pronounced, the space seemed to shrink inward, and the distant walls and cabinets were swallowed by a blurry darkness. 

All Xu Dengming could see now was the sofa and a small area around it.

The wall directly in front of the sofa was still there, and the wooden door that had appeared on it was clearly visible. 

However, the twisted red characters scrawled on it had changed from “3” to “2.”

The red number on the wooden door obviously represented the remaining attempts Xu Dengming had for the test. 

She wasn’t too keen on finding out what would happen when the number reached zero.

[Houseplay] didn’t force players to re-enter the game immediately after a failure, but as time passed, the wooden door inexplicably became incredibly alluring. 

Xu Dengming found it almost impossible to resist the urge to keep her gaze fixed on it.

This was clearly the system’s silent way of urging her on.

Xu Dengming opened the system panel and noticed that her mental value, which had fully recovered when she left the hospital, had changed again.

[Mental Value: 111/120 (Mild Insanity, Continuously Declining)]

Xu Dengming suddenly felt a pang of guilt toward her attending physician.

If the game continued to torment her like this, she suspected she’d have to get an annual membership at the Seventh Hospital-assuming the hospital was still willing to waive her fees, of course.

[Houseplay] hadn’t forcibly stripped Xu Dengming of her ability to think, but as long as she couldn’t clear the game, endless madness awaited her.

Xu Dengming took a deep breath, pushed herself up with her legs, and walked forward to push open the wooden door for the second time. 

Behind the door was still that empty room.

Xu Dengming walked up to the graffiti on the wall, then turned around. 

A cold sensation immediately pressed against her body.

The little girl wearing a plastic bag as a coat stood behind Xu Dengming, standing on a table to make herself appear as tall as an adult.

If Xu Dengming had taken a slightly larger step, her head would have collided directly with the little girl’s.

This time, the little girl didn’t play house. 

Her black eyes stared straight at Xu Dengming, like two smooth mirrors embedded in her face. 

Xu Dengming: “Hello.”

The little girl didn’t respond. 

She just stood there quietly, lips pressed together, her expression cold and even slightly resistant.

The two of them stared at each other like this. 

Xu Dengming tried to speak, but the little girl gave no reaction.

She was merely watching, as if the game’s design had never included an interaction option for her.

Xu Dengming felt a bit helpless.

She had always thought of herself as socially awkward, but compared to the little girl in front of her, she felt almost outgoing and lively. 

Time passed minute by minute. 

Xu Dengming’s eyes grew dry from staring for so long, and she rubbed them. 

The moment she did, her surroundings darkened, and a familiar whisper echoed in her ear:

“Save my family.”

“Save Guo Jiajia.”

The faint whispers had barely faded from her ears when Xu Dengming returned to the children’s room.

Everything before her eyes remained consistent with the previous cycle-the calendar, the desk, the window. 

Xu Dengming carefully examined each item, confirming that nothing had been added or removed from the current refresh point.

-The game content doesn’t change with the number of test runs, which is somewhat a good thing. 

It allowed Xu Dengming to mentally raise her evaluation of the dungeon from zero to one star.

Kitchen.

After the chaotic exploration that had just taken place across the living room floor, Xu Dengming had formed a few hypotheses, though each lacked sufficient evidence for validation.

She now understood why The Unhatched Flame gave players three attempts.

Xu Dengming summarized the events she had experienced in the first cycle. 

So far, all the fatal dangers had occurred in the living room and after leaving the children’s room. 

The elderly woman in the living room had quickly shown signs of abnormality, followed by herself, and then the woman and the man.

A thought naturally occurred to her.

If she could prevent the relevant individuals from entering the event-triggering locations in advance, could she alter their fates of death?

With only one exploration under her belt, the information was still insufficient. 

Xu Dengming needed more clues to verify her conclusions. 

The second cycle would be her test run.

Xu Dengming quickly formulated a plan of action in her mind. 

She jumped off the bed, glanced at the clock on the wall, and her pupils suddenly contracted.

The clock showed 7:30 in the morning.

Her login point had been delayed by nearly forty-five minutes.

If the players’ free action time was limited, then Xu Dengming was already teetering on the edge of failure.

The living room was completely silent now. 

The man and the woman had clearly left the house, and the entire home suddenly felt empty and quiet.

The time she had left for exploration was dwindling, and the situation was becoming increasingly unfavorable for the tester.

Xu Dengming wasted no time. 

She rushed to the desk, opened the drawer, and purposefully took out the small, unlabeled medicine bottle.

Considering that her limbs might become unresponsive during an episode, she placed a pill under her tongue in advance to ensure she wouldn’t miss the chance to take it.

The unknown pill emitted a bitter taste that was hard to ignore, though it wasn’t too noticeable yet due to the barrier of her tongue. 

Next, Xu Dengming retrieved the diary from the drawer again and quickly flipped through it.

-In some games, the details of items within a dungeon could change with each cycle. 

She wasn’t sure if Houseplay had a similar mechanic. 

Her second read-through was much faster than the first. 

In less than ten minutes, Xu Dengming confirmed that the contents of the diary in the desk remained consistent with the previous cycle.

She then checked the books on the shelf again, this time briefly skimming through a few that she hadn’t had time to read in the last cycle.

All the books on the shelf showed signs of frequent use, with annotations on the pages. 

The notes varied in age, with the most heavily annotated being Crafting Skills Start with Children.

Upon closer inspection, although the annotator had tried to keep their handwriting neat, it still appeared too immature, clearly the work of a child. 

Unfortunately, most of the annotations were just explanations of rare words, and those explanations were quite standard, as if directly copied from a dictionary.

Taken directly from the dictionary, there were no personal opinions mixed in.

Judging from the vocabulary used, the writer seemed more like a child.

This body could fall ill at any moment. 

Xu Dengming remembered that in the previous cycle, the woman had returned home just after ten o’clock.

And now it was almost nine.

Xu Dengming thought that perhaps she could make a mark at the entrance first, so that the two adults returning home would notice something was wrong before entering, and thus take appropriate action.

Xu Dengming rummaged through the shelf and found a red marker, then walked out of the children’s room.

She moved quickly but made no sound at all.

The old man she had encountered in the previous cycle was still lying on the wooden chair, motionless, with his eyes closed, but Xu Dengming inexplicably felt that his attention was focused on her.

An inexplicable chill spread from her spine to her limbs.

Xu Dengming shook off the various unfounded thoughts in her mind and walked directly to the entrance, carefully opening the door.

Just as the door opened, a familiar sense of weakness spread from deep within her body, and Xu Dengming immediately swallowed the pill in her mouth.

The weakness was alleviated, and Xu Dengming successfully stabilized her condition.

Xu Dengming placed another new pill under her tongue, then slowly pushed the door open wider.

A strange shiver instantly surged through her heart. 

Xu Dengming didn’t consider herself a particularly timid person, but for a second or two, she was completely frozen in fear, unable to move at all.

The bungalow she had seen through the window earlier was clearly distinct, but outside the door, everything was shrouded in a gray haze. 

All the scenery appeared chaotic and blurred. 

Xu Dengming couldn’t see the distant view at all. 

The harder she tried to observe, the more suffocated and astonished she felt, and the sensation of her hair standing on end grew even stronger.

The child’s hand trembled slightly, and Xu Dengming’s entire body resisted going outside.

Her intuition was desperately trying to stop her from leaving the house.

Xu Dengming thought that all game dungeons have boundaries, and perhaps this “home” was the boundary of the character she was playing.

She used almost all her strength to finally step over the threshold, then immediately turned around and used the marker to leave three crooked but distinct red characters on the door—

“Run away!”

As Xu Dengming finished writing the message, she felt a distant scream echo in her ears.

Cold sweat soaked through the sackcloth clothes Xu Dengming was wearing. 

The act of leaving the message once again caused her to feel weak, and the second pill was thus consumed.

She only had one last chance to heal herself.

[Playing House] was clearly controlling the player’s mobility by reducing their health and mana.

After writing the message, Xu Dengming walked back into the house with unsteady steps and glanced at the clock on the wall.

The clock showed it was half past nine.

-In this cycle, Xu Dengming had not yet died, but the flow of time had still become distorted.

There were about forty minutes left before the woman would return home, leaving Xu Dengming with only a little time to explore.

In the previous cycle, Xu Dengming had not had time to search the entire room before meeting her demise. 

Currently, there were still clues in the bathroom, master bedroom, and storage room that she had yet to collect.

Xu Dengming went to the bathroom first.

Just like the living room and kitchen, the bathroom was also spotlessly clean. 

Xu Dengming noticed something else the cleaning cloths and buckets in the bathroom were relatively new.

On the middle shelf next to the sink, there was a stack of brand-new, unopened cleaning cloths.

On top of the cloths were two blue toothbrush holders, each containing a slightly worn toothbrush that matched the size of an adult’s mouth.

Xu Dengming’s gaze froze.

She stared silently at the scene before her.


There was no blood, no monsters, and the image wasn’t distorted in any abnormal way.

Yet, the hidden strangeness in the mundane details seeped into Xu Dengming’s consciousness like icy water.

There were only two toothbrush holders in the bathroom, but clearly, four people lived in this house, and the children’s room showed obvious signs of habitation.

If the elderly person who could drink beverages through their chest cavity indeed had no need for a toothbrush, then where was Guo Jiajia’s child-sized toothbrush?



 
  Chapter 33: It is Difficult to Fly





Xu Dengming opened all the cabinets in the bathroom but found no trace of anything resembling a child’s toothbrush, as if Guo Jiajia had no need to maintain oral hygiene.

After leaving the bathroom, she walked to the master bedroom door. 

Before entering, Xu Dengming glanced at the clock-it was already past nine. 

Based on her experience from the previous loop, the woman who had gone out to buy groceries would soon return.

Xu Dengming hoped that in this round, both the woman and the food in her basket would meet a more fitting end.

The colors inside the master bedroom were monotonous, giving off a dull, grayish hue. 

The view outside the window was equally bleak, making Xu Dengming feel uneasy as she entered to investigate.

She almost wondered if her eyes had been clouded by dust.

“Creak-“

A gentle breeze pushed open the door Xu Dengming had left ajar.

The dim light made it increasingly difficult for her to see clearly.

She strained to move her eyes, but her vision felt sluggish and unresponsive.

Xu Dengming’s body swayed abruptly as a wave of weakness washed over her. 

She braced herself for the familiar sensation of “returning to blue,” but within a second, she completely lost the ability to swallow.

The last pill lodged in her throat, like a steel nail driven into her windpipe, hard and reeking of rust.

As her strength faded, Xu Dengming inexplicably recalled something she had seen online: certain hotels in the inner city prepared enticing chocolate fountains for children. 

On the warmly decorated dining tables, the once-solid desserts gradually melted under heat, then flowed down sweetly under the eager gazes of onlookers.

Now, Xu Dengming had become the fountain in this house.

Her skin, bones, and flesh began to flow downward, like an ice cream left under the scorching sun. 

Her vision uncontrollably lowered until her entire body lay evenly spread across the floor.

Bright red, sticky blood pooled on the ground, spreading like mold from the bedroom to the living room.

Xu Dengming felt her perception extending outward with the blood’s flow, though this expansion was beyond her control.

At 10:17, familiar footsteps sounded outside the door-the woman had returned home once more.

Xu Dengming’s current state was highly abnormal. 

Despite the door separating her from the woman, she could somehow sense everything happening on the other side.

The woman didn’t fumble for her keys. 

She had already noticed the red message left on the door. 

Her face paled in shock, her cheeks tensed, and her gaze remained fixed on the colorful crayon writing on the door panel.

She closed her eyes tightly, and the emotional turmoil in her gaze subsided, replaced by cold calculation and planning.

“How could I have forgotten my keys? Well, I might as well go buy some beans, or else dinner won’t turn out right…”

A murmur filled with everyday life echoed as the woman spoke to herself in a tone that starkly contrasted with her expression, quickly fabricating a reason to leave.

Her voice sounded natural-either the result of extensive training or an innate talent for performance.

Then she called the man, using an outdated communication device that exuded a sense of the past: 

“Yes, it’s me… I didn’t bring my keys today, so I can’t get in. Can’t you come back right away? Otherwise, I’ll come find you, and we can eat out before returning.”

She spoke casually, then turned and walked away.

The woman’s footsteps gradually faded, disappearing swiftly but without panic from Xu Dengming’s perception.

Time began to pass rapidly, and Xu Dengming’s awareness suddenly weakened. 

At times, she could clearly sense that she was in the second week of the game, while at other times, she felt as though she had naturally become a part of the floor.

Her body had long since merged with the house, inseparable.

After the woman and the man left under the pretense of dining out, they never returned. 

The teapot on the cabinet gradually emptied, the light in the room brightened and dimmed, and the old woman in the corner of the living room withered away inch by inch, turning to dust. 

On Xu Dengming’s dried blood, vibrant and lively moss began to grow.

“Bang!”

After an unknown period of time, Xu Dengming’s perception was triggered again. 

Many strange and disjointed images flashed before her eyes. 

She clearly saw an old-fashioned car being flipped over.

Accompanied by a loud explosion and the screams of onlookers, an orange-red flame burst into life, and the shattered remains of the car flew in all directions.

The man’s brain matter and the woman’s blood mixed together, their ordinary and indistinct faces crushed into pieces by the immense force.

The images vanished with the deaths of the characters, and the color of the flames slowly faded until Xu Dengming’s vision was left in complete darkness.

Only then did the system’s prompt leisurely appear-

[Second Week Completed. Player Achieved [No Escape].]

After the second week’s test ended, Xu Dengming found herself back in her living room.

She leaned silently on the sofa, one hand propping her chin.

Having been passively flattened on the floor twice, Xu Dengming had grown somewhat accustomed to the one-centimeter height of her field of vision.

After the second week, the changes in the living room became even more pronounced. 

Flickering water-like lights floated in mid-air, surrounded by an endless, deep-sea-like darkness. 

Xu Dengming’s range of movement was further compressed, and the surface of the sofa had turned from a warm apricot color to a hard, pale stone-gray, its outline collapsing, with cracks visible on its surface.

The numbers on the wooden door on the wall had twisted into a vivid red “1,” and her mental state had also significantly deteriorated-

[Mental State: 72/120 (Moderate Insanity, Continuously Declining)]

Xu Dengming silently repeated the word “insanity” in her mind.

She still retained the ability to think and maintained a basic judgment of her situation.

The system was right; the buzzing in her ears was the sound of her rationality collapsing.

No wonder there were only three chances. 

If she failed four times in a row, the player’s rationality would likely not withstand another round of testing.

Xu Dengming noticed a throbbing in her temples, and twisted veins bulged on the back of her hands. 

It felt as though the blood vessels in her body had turned into long, thin worms, wriggling through her bones and flesh.

It was an extremely bizarre sensation. 

Xu Dengming pressed hard on the back of her hand, her rational judgment constantly reminding her to stay calm. 

At the same time, an impulse arose within her a desire to cut open her skin and pull out all the restless blood vessels.

She regulated her breathing, trying to shift her attention away from the current situation. 

The lingering fear in her heart was forcibly suppressed.

Xu Dengming sat up straight, stared at the wooden door for a moment, and suddenly laughed, “What if I still don’t pass the game on the third try?”

The wooden door didn’t respond to Xu Dengming. 

In this space, apart from herself, there was no other speaking entity.

After each test, the game would give Xu Dengming some time to rest and review. 

Once she broke free from the madness, she began to sort through the clues she had just obtained in her mind.

In the second playthrough, after the woman and the man saw Xu Dengming’s message, they skipped the step of entering the room to investigate. 

Without even packing their belongings, they decisively abandoned their current residence, leaving behind both the elderly and the child.

This revealed some information—the two had always known they were under some kind of threat, which was why they chose to cut their losses and flee immediately upon realizing the danger.

“Threat.”

Xu Dengming mulled over the word in her mind, then thought that perhaps the two hadn’t wanted to take more people with them. 

It was just that the benefits tied to the elderly and Guo Jiajia weren’t worth the risk they would have to take.

Everything she experienced in the second playthrough flashed through Xu Dengming’s mind, and one question she had been pondering since earlier resurfaced-

Was Guo Jiajia really a family member of that couple?

According to the diary, Guo Jiajia believed she was related to the couple. 

However, Guo Jiajia was just a little girl, easily deceived.

They might have simply used the concept of family as a reason to live together.

The couple’s final outcome also aligned with the game’s achievements. 

The threat caught up with them, orchestrating that car accident. 

The game wouldn’t allow testers to delay indefinitely, and Xu Dengming gradually felt the system’s silent urging.

She stood up, her expression cold, unlike someone being eroded by madness. 

She took two steps forward and opened the oddly lined wooden door on the wall for the third time.

Behind the door was still Guo Jiajia’s small room. 

But compared to the first playthrough, the colors around her were noticeably darker.

The graffiti on the walls had turned into eerie black and red, and all the furniture seemed to crouch in the open space, staring coldly with nonexistent eyes at everyone who entered from outside.

Xu Dengming knew they were inanimate objects, yet she still felt as if she was being watched.

She stood in front of the graffiti-covered wall, then turned around and once again saw Guo Jiajia, dressed in a modified sackcloth outfit. 

Guo Jiajia stood on the bed, holding a cloth doll in her arms, staring at Xu Dengming.

Children often give the impression of innocence and cuteness, but at this moment, there was no expression on Guo Jiajia’s face. 

Her round, pitch-black eyes were filled with indifference.

More than a living person, Guo Jiajia now resembled a doll, exuding an inorganic, inhuman aura, as if the happiness she had shown earlier was merely an act based on her own programming.

The child was the first to tear off the facade of warmth, scrutinizing the game tester who had entered.

As Guo Jiajia stared at Xu Dengming, Xu Dengming also stared back. 

The little girl’s expression was numb, and in her lifeless gaze, Xu Dengming’s face was clearly reflected.


After a silent exchange of glances, Xu Dengming reined in the slightly neurotic smile on her face, her expression now calm and serene. 

She spoke, her voice steady, showing no trace of madness: 

“Although I can’t guarantee success, I will try again.”

The verification of the second loop had failed, but the process of failure had provided Xu Dengming with new information.



 
  Chapter 34: Week 3





Upon hearing Xu Dengming’s words, Guo Jiajia’s gaze remained unchanged, but her body subtly shifted, as if responding.

The light in the room began to darken further as Xu Dengming’s voice faded as the third cycle of the test had officially begun. 

Before her consciousness faded, a faint, needle-like voice echoed in Xu Dengming’s mind—

“Save my family.”

“Save Guo Jiajia….”

The morning sunlight streamed through the window into the room.

On a slightly worn children’s bed, a “little kid” dressed in a sackcloth outfit habitually rolled over and sat up.

Xu Dengming, who had successfully logged in, glanced at the clock. 

This time, her login moment was 6:50, noticeably earlier than the previous cycle.

She had gained more exploration time.

As long as Xu Dengming didn’t make any major movements, the children’s room would remain quiet, so quiet that she could hear the faint sounds of activity outside the woman and man had already gotten up and were preparing for the day.

Based on previous experience, Guo Jiajia’s parents would still take some time before leaving the house. 

Knowing the impending crisis, Xu Dengming could have gone out to communicate with them, pooling everyone’s wisdom to solve the current problem.

However, she simply sat on the edge of the bed, frowning in thought, with no intention of seeking help from the “parents.”

At 6:55, having roughly sorted out her thoughts, Xu Dengming jumped off the bed. 

She climbed onto the chair by the desk and began rummaging through the shelves for the items she needed.

Children’s stationery generally didn’t possess much lethality. 

Xu Dengming only found scissors, a paper cutter, and a spool of sewing thread on the shelves.

She placed both stationery items and the sewing thread into her pocket, then followed the same routine as the previous cycle by placing an unknown life-saving pill under her tongue. 

She also briefly checked the diary and the changes in the books on the shelves.

After completing all preparations, the time reached 7:30.

The woman and man, following the pattern of the first cycle, left the house one after another, leaving the game arena to the restless tester.

 Xu Dengming, with a pocket full of tools, leisurely stepped out of the children’s room and began her free activities.

Xu Dengming first walked to the corner of the living room but ignored the elderly person there. 

Instead, she reached out and took the water bottle beside them, then headed to the kitchen to search through the cabinets for miscellaneous items.

After the Great Catastrophe, the infrastructure in many human settlements was unstable, and power outages were common. 

Xu Dengming found what she needed-candles and a lighter.

[You have obtained Candles ×4.]

[You have obtained a Lighter ×1.]

In the children’s room, no matter what Xu Dengming found, there were no prompts. 

But once she left the room, the long-awaited system notifications appeared.

This was a hint, telling her that she had indeed found valuable items.

Next, Xu Dengming entered the master bedroom. 

Like the children’s room, the master bedroom had a lock, but unlike the children’s room, the lock on the master bedroom door was intact. 

As she passed by, she casually pulled the key from the lock.

[You have obtained the Master Bedroom Key ×1.]

With the necessary items in hand, Xu Dengming methodically began her preparations. 

She placed the half-full water bottle on the edge of the bay window.

The kettle was placed with one-third of its base in direct contact with the bay window, while the remaining two-thirds hung in mid-air. 

To ensure the kettle wouldn’t immediately lose balance and shatter on the floor, Xu Dengming tied it to the curtain with sewing thread. 

Next, Xu Dengming lit a candle beside the sewing thread.

When the candle burned down a little further, the sewing thread would be ignited and break, completely releasing the kettle on the other end, allowing it to fall to the ground.

After setting up the master bedroom, Xu Dengming returned to the kitchen, quietly picked up the spare kettle the woman had used in the first loop, filled it with water, and then opened the refrigerator, pulling out three unidentified objects resembling cured meat.

[You have obtained [Unidentified Object]×3]

Xu Dengming: “……”

She thought the system prompt was quite unique, leaving no room for players to gain any extra knowledge.

The pockets on her cloth bag were already stuffed with various items. 

Fully prepared, Xu Dengming hid in the bathroom, carefully closing the door behind her. 

She leaned against the door, hugging her knees, silently waiting for the event to unfold.

Time passed minute by minute.

Xu Dengming pressed her hand against her chest. 

The heartbeat of this body was faint and slow, but she began to feel a sense of unease emanating from deep within her heart.

-She wasn’t entirely sure her guess was correct. 

She was merely experimenting, extracting lessons from the previous two failures. 

If this attempt ultimately failed, Xu Dengming only hoped that “The Unhatched Flame” wouldn’t resort to any impulsive actions that would leave both the testers and the game developers deeply regretful.

Of course, there was no clock in the bathroom. 

Xu Dengming silently counted her heartbeats to keep track of time.

“Bang!”

It seemed like only a moment had passed before a loud shattering sound came from the master bedroom.

The kettle had shattered.

Xu Dengming patted her clothes and stood up from the floor. 

She didn’t leave the bathroom immediately but first preemptively swallowed the pill in her mouth, then pressed her eye to the crack in the door.

She needed to confirm the situation outside first.

In many horror-themed works, there’s always that dreadful scene where “someone peeks through the door crack/keyhole and ends up staring directly into an eye.” 

Fortunately, Xu Dengming didn’t encounter such a situation. 

What she saw through the crack was still the empty living room.

A gust of wind blew by, making Xu Dengming’s hair stand on end-she noticed the wind had already pushed open the half-closed door of the master bedroom.

Xu Dengming timed her exit from the bathroom perfectly. 

She moved swiftly and quietly to the master bedroom, using her left hand to close the door as silently as possible, while her right hand pulled out the master bedroom key and decisively locked the door.

Though the strength of this body wasn’t great, her hands were surprisingly steady.

After completing everything, Xu Dengming took two steps back. 

Even though her heartbeat remained faint, she felt a layer of cold sweat had formed on her forehead from the tension.

Strenuous activity could easily trigger her condition, so Xu Dengming swallowed another pill, then walked to the kitchen counter on the south side, crouched down, and reached out to pull open the cabinet door beneath it.

-For her, opening the cabinet door was the most crucial and important attempt in the entire game. 

The subsequent situation could almost determine Xu Dengming’s life or death in the game.

Xu Dengming acted this way because she clearly remembered that in the first playthrough, the woman’s blood had only spread to the edge of the kitchen counter before being blocked and stopped from flowing further.

However, the kitchen counter’s coverage was limited, and there was an unobstructed gap between it and the northern wall. 

Why hadn’t the woman’s blood flowed into the living room after reaching this gap?

This suspicion led Xu Dengming to combine it with some information she had gathered from the children’s room, making her suspect that there might be an empty space beneath the southern kitchen counter. 

The woman’s blood wasn’t blocked; it had flowed underneath the counter.

Xu Dengming moved quickly but cautiously. 

As she pulled open the cabinet door, her body completely held its breath.

Behind the door was a pitch-black void. 

Xu Dengming leaned in, gently tapping the floor with her hand.

The sound echoed from beneath the floor-it was indeed hollow.

“Thud! Thud! Thud!”

Both the living room and the master bedroom windows remained closed, yet the wind inside the room grew fierce, slamming against the door repeatedly.

Xu Dengming crawled into the cabinet, feeling around on the dark floor until she finally found something resembling a handle.

She pulled the handle, and with the dim light from outside, Xu Dengming saw a simple staircase leading underground.

Having come this far, Xu Dengming didn’t hesitate. 

She first extended her legs into the hole, stepped onto the stairs, and then began descending, holding onto the railing.

Perhaps sensing her movement, a faint light flickered on beside the stairs. 

With this minimal illumination, Xu Dengming noticed a red crayon drawing on the wall.

The drawing depicted a happy stick figure driving a car, joyfully flying into the clouds.

Xu Dengming had finally returned to the room she had seen at the very beginning of the game.

This room had no windows on the walls, was slightly damp, and judging by the furniture style, at least one child lived here.

However, this room differed from the one Xu Dengming had seen before the basement area was noticeably larger, filled with stacks of books and numerous experimental tools whose purposes Xu Dengming couldn’t discern.

Xu Dengming’s gaze wandered over the books, finally settling on the “Word Dictionary” tucked inside the cabinet, a faint smile appearing on her face.

-It was the dictionary. 

Of course, there should be a dictionary here.

What had initially made Xu Dengming suspect the existence of an underground area in the house was the annotations the child had made in various books.

The annotations were mostly explanations of obscure words, with some notes appearing newer than others.

To do this, Guo Jiajia must have had a frequently used dictionary, yet Xu Dengming hadn’t found such a book in the room.

The diary also didn’t mention the “father” ever tearing up a dictionary. 

Xu Dengming had considered whether the dictionary had been destroyed before Guo Jiajia started recording her daily life, but the man’s emotional instability was a gradual process. 

When he first began tearing up Guo Jiajia’s belongings, he would still find similar books to compensate.

The man completely gave up on compensatory actions on July 30th, by which time it had already been over half a year since Guo Jiajia obtained the diary.

After leaving the children’s room, Xu Dengming explored the entire house again. 

She also didn’t find the dictionary in the master bedroom or the guest kitchen and bathroom areas. 

As for the storage room, the thick layer of dust on the floor ruled out the possibility that Guo Jiajia had placed frequently used items there.

Guo Jiajia’s residence was located on the first floor. 


Considering her family was full of secrets, having a basement wasn’t an entirely unreasonable design. 

If the floor had been higher, Xu Dengming might have had to search upwards to rule out the possibility of a hidden compartment in the ceiling.

In addition to her own bedroom, the child’s activity area also included part of the basement. 

Guo Jiajia needed to take medication long-term and might have had to frequently go to the basement level to conduct certain experiments, so she had placed some frequently used reference books there.



 
  Chapter 35: Another person with special abilities





The dim light from the staircase shone upon the basement, where a small wooden bed was placed in the center of the room. 

Lying on the bed was a little girl who bore a striking resemblance to the character played by Xu Dengming. 

She was dressed in clothes made from burlap sacks, much like the ones worn by the body Xu Dengming had taken over. 

However, she was noticeably older than the body Xu Dengming had used.

The little girl lay motionless, her expression serene, with a faint gray hue on her face, as if she had already lost her life. 

Xu Dengming quickly ran to the bedside—it felt as though she wasn’t controlling the body, but rather the body was propelling her forward. 

She then took out a small vial, popped the last pill into the girl’s mouth, and carefully poured a little water down her throat.

“Come on, wake up,” Xu Dengming whispered into the little girl’s ear. 

“Guo Jiajia, wake up.”

The pill took effect swiftly. 

Shortly after the water was administered, the girl’s eyelashes fluttered, and she coughed a couple of times. 

Guo Jiajia opened her eyes, and a face filled with worry, akin to that of a doll, was clearly reflected in her pupils. 

Her doll had come to rescue her.

As soon as Guo Jiajia regained consciousness, Xu Dengming immediately lost control over the body. 

From the perspective of the game’s main controller, she switched to that of a bystander, and her body returned to its normal adult form.

Xu Dengming understood. 

This was called a game cutscene.

Xu Dengming watched as Guo Jiajia picked up the doll and forcefully swallowed the three pieces of unknown objects, which resembled cured meat, that the doll had brought. 

She then ran back to the first floor at the fastest speed she could muster. 

Guo Jiajia must have already considered the possibility of escape. 

She dragged her grandmother, still tied to the wooden chair, to the center of the living room. 

The elderly woman, sensing the change in the surroundings, reached out, but Guo Jiajia had already darted away before she could be touched.

The door to the master bedroom began to shake violently.

Guo Jiajia flung open the front door of the house, and a refreshing breeze blew in, with sunlight illuminating her and the doll’s faces.

Almost at that very moment, a loud crash echoed from behind them. 

The door to the master bedroom finally burst open.

Xu Dengming was still watching, but the game’s screen froze at that moment.

[Third loop ended, player achieved [A Ray of Hope]]

[System: Congratulations to the player for completing the solo game [Playing House] ]

The completion prompt turned into gibberish halfway through—Xu Dengming stretched out her hand and made a motion as if she were opening a box.

When playing the role of a character in the game, Xu Dengming was unable to use her own abilities. 

It was only when she returned to herself that she could clearly see the threads of fate around Guo Jiajia for the first time.

The game prompt was correct. 

Even after escaping the house, Guo Jiajia was still shrouded in misfortune; she truly had only a sliver of hope left.

[Playing House] was just a game set in an era right after a major catastrophe. 

Everything that had happened was already in the past, and the [Box of Destiny] could not bring back the dead.

Nevertheless, Xu Dengming still wanted to do something. 

She closed and then reopened the box of fate, transferring Guo Jiajia’s misfortune onto one of the characters in the room.

As her ability took effect, the frozen game screen began to flow again.

It was as if a miracle had occurred. 

In the living room, the frail old woman, in a last burst of energy, sprang up from her wooden chair. 

She lunged forward with all her might, and her aged body unleashed an enormous force, clutching tightly onto her target.

The old woman’s sharp nails pierced through the target’s skin, embedding themselves deep into the flesh. 

The target’s artery was severed, and warm blood gushed out uncontrollably, splashing onto the old woman’s lips and chest.

The old woman greedily swallowed the blood, mechanically calling out a name: “Jiajia……………”

Outside the house, Guo Jiajia’s running speed increased. 

She did not look back, and with her doll in tow, she strode towards the distance.

[Third loop ended, player achieved [Another Possibility]]

[System: Congratulations to the player for completing the solo game [Playing House]. The rewards for this instance have been automatically added to the user’s backpack.]

[System: Upon detection, User 009-000’s ability value has broken through, and the maximum testing interval for the game has been extended to thirty natural days.]

The [Playing House] game, which had tormented the tester for three loops, finally came to an end.

The game screen faded, and Xu Dengming returned to the living room of her apartment. 

This time, the watery light floating in mid-air and the cracked plaster-like seats had all vanished, and the world returned to normal once again.

She first savored the feeling of standing on solid ground before opening the system panel to check her current status.

[Spirit Value: 57/120 (Moderately insane, continuously improving)]

Although Xu Dengming’s remaining spirit value was indeed quite low, after successfully escaping the instance, the debuffs hanging over her began to dissipate. 

As usual, even without using any items, a good rest for two days would be enough to recover.

Xu Dengming went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water.

The cool water slid down her throat and into her stomach. 

The throbbing in her temples persisted, but the buzzing in her ears began to weaken. 

The various trivial sounds of human society drifted into Room 403 through the window, making Xu Dengming more acutely aware that she had left the instance.

She put down the water glass and reflected on her actions in the game.

The ending of the third loop proved that Xu Dengming’s guesses were not too far off.

Each loop did not begin from the moment she woke up in the children’s room—the game had already started running the moment Xu Dengming pushed open the wooden door.

Direct evidence was that during the three tests, the time on the wall was different each time Xu Dengming opened her eyes.

Xu Dengming originally thought this was because the player’s exploration time would continue to decrease with the increase in the number of test loops. 

However, the situation in the last loop directly refuted the original assumption.

Xu Dengming thus concluded that her waking moment was related to the duration of her interaction with Guo Jiajia.

In the first loop, Xu Dengming spent the shortest amount of time with Guo Jiajia, so she woke up at six-thirty. 

In the second loop, Xu Dengming lingered for a long time with Guo Jiajia, and as a result, she did not open her eyes until seven-thirty.

The little girl, Guo Jiajia, was the key to the entire game. 

Only when she chose to initiate the test would the player take on the role of the doll accompanying her.

—This was a game played by the player and the little girl together, a [Playing House] journey for the two of them.

In the first loop, Guo Jiajia had demonstrated the game in front of Xu Dengming, expressing her gratitude to her doll for preparing dinner.

Xu Dengming actually did not witness the process of preparing the dinner. 

She merely assumed, out of habit, that the piece of vegetable leaf had been placed in the plastic bowl by Guo Jiajia in advance.

But thinking about it in reverse, since she had not seen the preparation process, why couldn’t it be that the vegetable leaf was truly placed there by the doll?

Non-mystical cognition was never a necessary choice for clearing the instance. 

Xu Dengming’s worldview had already been reshaped time and time again during her job-seeking process.

Looking back, even before the role-playing began, Guo Jiajia had already hinted to the tester through her act of expressing gratitude that her doll possessed a certain degree of autonomous behavior.

The Xu Dengming from before obtaining the system might have thought it was just a child’s fantasy, but she now knew that there were believers in “flesh and life” in this world.

The followers of flesh and life wanted to create life. 

They subtly propagated their views, leaving various clues in books like “The Origin of Life,” and even in sections on how to make vegetable puree, they inserted all sorts of personal opinions.

Xu Dengming suspected that the “husband and wife” were also believers in flesh and life. 

Judging from the situation in the basement, the couple had likely already begun their attempt to create life. 

Guo Jiajia was probably not their biological child, but rather a product of their abilities.

However, in this house, it was not only the man and the woman who attempted to create life, but also Guo Jiajia herself.

Guo Jiajia frequently went in and out of the basement, which was her activity area. 

From the child’s appreciation and reading habits towards books, it could be seen that she had a strong thirst for knowledge.

In her reading, Guo Jiajia naturally absorbed the content of the books and even accumulated some knowledge about creating life. 

Coupled with the experimental equipment casually placed in the basement, Guo Jiajia had ample conditions to conduct experiments.

Guo Jiajia’s experimental subject was her own doll.

Her outstanding talent enabled Guo Jiajia to achieve far greater success than the two adults. 

The doll was no longer an inanimate object; it gained the ability to move and think because of the little girl.

Guo Jiajia created a brand-new life with her own hands, and this life became her loyal companion.

Like many real parents, the woman and the man were completely unaware of many things the child did. 

The arrogance of adulthood made them entirely dismissive of the little girl’s toy. 

During this time, Guo Jiajia might have inadvertently revealed that her doll could help prepare meals, but it was all taken as mere child’s talk.

Unbeknownst to them, Guo Jiajia had acquired exceptional life and flesh-like powers. 

Even her diary showed that when Guo Jiajia referred to the doll, she used the pronoun “she,” and called the act of taking cotton “treatment.”

As for the other people in the house, Xu Dengming was unsure about the old woman’s situation and could not make a judgment. 

Among the “husband and wife,” at least one was a person with special abilities, and it was also possible that both were. 

Considering that “The Origin of Life” always added personal opinions in the recipes, the woman in charge of buying groceries seemed more like a fanatic.

However, in Xu Dengming’s judgment, apart from the three people mentioned above, there should be another entity with awakened special powers in the instance.

—The fourth person with abilities was Guo Jiajia’s doll.

Xu Dengming propped her head up with one hand, a thought emerging in her mind. 


She muttered to herself, “So it’s a precognitive ability, isn’t it?”

According to the diary, on September 4th, the doll had already been torn apart. 

The timing of the death event was clearly after the tearing incident on September 4th.

The already-destroyed doll appeared in a space and time that did not belong to it, and did everything in its power to save the little girl.



 
  Chapter 36: Family





Xu Dengming was poring over the contents he had seen in the diary, realizing that Guo Jiajia’s records concealed a subtle trap. 

Although the little girl had written an entry for September 6th, the events of the game might have taken place before that date. 

Xu Dengming believed that Guo Jiajia had a habit of writing future diary entries in advance.

Like many children who were too lazy to record their daily lives but had to jot down a few words, Guo Jiajia would write a series of identical entries in her diary in chronological order, stating, “Nothing worth recording happened.” 

If she encountered something she wanted to elaborate on, she would simply add a few lines at the end.

According to Xu Dengming’s speculation, on September 4th, the man had torn apart the doll, which led to a significant conflict with Guo Jiajia and caused her physical functions to fail. 

Believing that the little girl was nearly broken beyond repair, the man temporarily placed her body in the basement.

Given that there were multiple households in the area and even staff members who came to collect utility bills, the man, harboring a secret he did not want others to see, did not want the disappearance of the child to attract attention. 

To this end, he made certain disguises. 

He removed Guo Jiajia’s belongings from the common areas of the house and hid her suitcase. 

If anyone inquired, he could claim that the child had gone out temporarily, likely to participate in a badminton competition.

This explained why Guo Jiajia’s toothbrush was missing from the bathroom and why her suitcase was found hidden in the farthest cabinet. 

Xu Dengming then thought about the cleaning tools in the bathroom. 

The cabinet was filled with many brand-new rags, and every area of the house, except for the utility room, was exceptionally clean and tidy. 

Living alone in an apartment, Xu Dengming was well aware of the effort required to maintain such cleanliness. 

Therefore, either the “mother” and “father” mentioned in the diary had a penchant for cleanliness, or a major cleanup had been done not long ago.

Considering the water stains on the walls and the long-untouched utility room, Xu Dengming was inclined to believe the latter. 

Moreover, the absence of old cleaning tools in the bathroom suggested that the family had discarded all used rags after the major cleanup.

Taking into account the conflict on September 4th, Xu Dengming couldn’t help but consider the possibility of evidence destruction. 

This also explained why the woman and the man had no intention of visiting the child’s room in any of the test rounds, because in their eyes, Guo Jiajia’s bedroom was empty.

This conclusion had been verified in the second round—when the woman wanted to leave the house, she made up an excuse about not having her keys. 

If there really was someone in the house—excluding the immobile old woman—then the woman should have tried calling out when she realized she didn’t have her keys. 

But she didn’t do that.

Because what was moving around in the child’s room at that moment was a doll that should not have existed in the current timeline. 

The doll possessed a very special ability. 

As Guo Jiajia’s creation, it could not only see the future but also interfere with it to a certain extent. 

However, there was a fatal limitation to its foresight—during the entire process of predicting the future, it could not be detected by anyone, otherwise it would revert to its torn state, which was how Xu Dengming had ended up evenly spread on the floor at the end of the previous two rounds.

The woman ignored the doll’s “flesh and blood” because to her, those were just scattered cotton balls, and the greatest impact they could cause was a sneeze. 

Although the doll could not be seen, if it was almost discovered, as long as contact was promptly blocked, its state could still be restored.

Xu Dengming remembered that her first illness in the first round occurred when she approached the door, causing her to temporarily lose her ability to move. 

The game was warning Xu Dengming that if her existence was discovered by others, she would suffer a devastating injury. 

It was also for this reason that the restoration of certain items’ movements in the child’s room was not due to some special mechanism or bug in the game, but because the woman and the man might realize that someone was in the child’s room due to the obvious changes in the items. 

As for the less noticeable changes, such as the slightly pulled-out copy of “The Origin of Life,” since they would not be noticed, they would not be affected by restoration.

The old woman in the living room, having lost his sight and with unclear thinking, could not realize the true identity of the person moving around him, making him a target that the doll could briefly come into contact with.

After making these assumptions, Xu Dengming began to ponder the reason for her second illness. 

Since her illness was caused by being seen, who was the person who saw her at that time?

Xu Dengming remembered that during her argument with the old woman, she accidentally broke the kettle and made a loud noise.

 The sound of the broken object caught the attention of someone in the room, and she received enough attention to be shattered into pieces. 

It was a person whom Xu Dengming could not see but who truly existed in that space and time.

The doll’s foresight was conditional. 

Since it had not seen that person, their image would not appear in its predictions, just as it could not see the specifics outside the house or beyond the master bedroom. 

For the doll, the view outside the familiar child’s room window was clear and bright, the rarely visited master bedroom was blurry, and the scenery outside the never-before-trodden front door was chaotic.

It could only make predictions based on what it already knew, and the deeper its understanding, the more accurate its judgments would be. 

As for the identity of the person who caused Xu Dengming’s second illness in the first round, it was most likely an enemy of the family.

From the woman’s unhesitating speed of fleeing in the second round, it was evident that their lives had always been threatened by some force. 

However, what they did not know was that, without their notice, the threat had already infiltrated the house and even found the basement, temporarily hiding inside.

Since the basement only contained the immobile little girl, Guo Jiajia, the “threat’s” hiding did not arouse any suspicion.

Xu Dengming temporarily referred to the hider in her mind as John Doe A.

John Doe A did not immediately take action to eliminate the couple but patiently gathered information for a while. 

By the day of the incident, John Doe A had basically figured out the daily routines of the woman and the man.

If “unexplained illness” and “being seen by John Doe A” were indeed equivalent, as Xu Dengming had speculated, then based on her experience, John Doe A would not leave his hiding place until the woman returned home, unless there was a loud noise from the outside that drew attention.

Therefore, as long as she avoided making too much noise, Xu Dengming actually had ample time to act. 

Her sudden death in the first round had a clear element of accident.

After being attracted by the loud noise, John Doe A left the basement and, apart from the teapot shards on the ground, did not initially notice any other abnormalities.

However, this hider still became suspicious and decided to immediately eliminate the couple.

After the woman returned home, John Doe A took advantage of her cooking in the kitchen to launch a surprise attack, chopping off her head. 

He then cleaned up the kitchen and moved the body to the bedroom—this was why Xu Dengming saw the woman’s head roll into the master bedroom and all the blood in the kitchen disappear.

Subsequently, John Doe A hid again and, after the man came home from work, delivered a fatal blow to him from behind.

Thus, the first round ended completely, and the entire house fell under the control of John Doe A, including Guo Jiajia, who was hidden in the basement.

Guo Jiajia did not survive, and Xu Dengming’s consciousness exited the game due to the failure to pass the level.

After collecting some basic information, Xu Dengming used the second round as her trial-and-error round.

She first put forward a relatively normal hypothesis, intending to achieve the goal of rescue by preventing the couple from entering the house, only to find that even if the woman and the man left the house and survived for a while, it would not count as her passing the level, and they would still die. 

The game she tested seemed to have become an unsolvable puzzle.

After the failure of the second round, Xu Dengming became more inclined to another hypothesis—that the target she needed to rescue was not the suspicious “couple.”

And this was the second copy she had experienced from the system, theoretically, the difficulty should not be too high.

Xu Dengming thought that Guo Jiajia considered the woman to be her mother and the man to be her father, but for the doll she was playing, there was only one family member, and that was Guo Jiajia, who created her.

With only one chance left, she had to gamble on who her true target was.

Xu Dengming clearly remembered the two sentences she had heard before she started playing, “Save my family, save Guo Jiajia.”

Would Guo Jiajia refer to herself by her own name?

These two sentences provided some clues, making Xu Dengming think that the speaker was likely not Guo Jiajia, but a family member of Guo Jiajia.

When she put herself in the role of the doll, the meaning of these two sentences became even clearer. 

The second sentence was essentially an emphasis on the first one. 

The doll was hinting to the tester that its family consisted of only Guo Jiajia.

So in the first round, the woman’s death did not directly end the game, but rather, it was only after the man also lost his life and no one was left to awaken the little girl in the basement that the system gave the evaluation of [Total Annihilation].

A bold hypothesis was followed by an even bolder verification. 

Xu Dengming set the goal of the third round to “find and awaken the little girl in the basement.”

In her hypothesis, besides the little girl, there was also John Doe A in the basement. 

She needed to use the fact that “John Doe A would be attracted by loud noises,” which she had learned in the first round, to lure him to another area and create space for her rescue.

Thus, Xu Dengming arranged a trap in the master bedroom to temporarily hold John Doe A and then went to the basement to find the person.

Xu Dengming had anticipated that the Guo Jiajia she would find would be an immobile little girl. 

Fortunately, there were two items in the copy that showed the ability to heal those who had lost their physical functions: one was the pills in the child’s room, and the other was something like cured meat in the refrigerator.

Before exploring the basement, she took all the healing items with her.

As a doll, Xu Dengming did everything she could. 

She awakened Guo Jiajia and, in this ending, gave the little girl a chance to escape.

The little girl woke up and left with the doll. 

Just as the system was about to give the evaluation of [A Glimmer of Hope], Xu Dengming promptly used the [Chest of Destiny].

Success.

The game had once told Xu Dengming, “Conditions not met, backpack use failed.” 

Later, when she tried to use her abilities again, she also failed.

Xu Dengming interpreted this in the opposite direction, thinking that the system meant that as long as the conditions were met, it would be possible to use the abilities.

Time was limited, and information was limited. 

In fact, just three rounds were far from enough to fully understand the copy involving special powers. 

Fortunately, the final test results were not too bad. 

After passing the level, Xu Dengming reviewed her own thinking process and felt that at least sixty percent of her original guesses were correct.

After briefly organizing her thoughts on how she passed the level in her mind, Xu Dengming opened the backpack interface.

Unlike the previous three times, this time Xu Dengming could roughly guess what kind of reward she would receive.

What still appeared on the backpack interface was a chest with no new design. 


After Xu Dengming opened it, the chest puffed out one hundred and fifty colorless crystals.

Xu Dengming raised her eyebrows. 

If the number of colorless crystals obtained was related to the difficulty of the copy, then in the system’s judgment, the difficulty of [Playing House] was apparently higher than that of [Nestle Park Internship Incident].

“Unhatched Fire” finally showed its superiority over the wild copies outside.
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The box, after ejecting the colorless crystal, fell silent for a few seconds before it spat out a doll that had been crudely stitched together. 

The doll was extremely old, its face and limbs originally shattered and then sewn back together. 

The black stitches, like centipedes, twisted and crawled all over the doll’s body, giving the illusion that it was wriggling.

In Xu Dengming’s eyes, the doll looked quite similar to the one that had appeared in Guo Jiajia’s hands, but there were significant differences in the details. 

Perhaps because of the excessive stitching, the doll exuded an ominous and gloomy aura, leaving a deep impression on anyone who saw it.

After being ejected from the treasure chest, the doll automatically entered the backpack space. 

It sat upright in its designated slot, its dark, round eyes barely moving, as if making eye contact with Xu Dengming through the air.

Excluding that indefinable piece of “dead flesh,” this was the first time Xu Dengming had seen an item in her backpack that possessed the characteristics of a living being.

She leaned in to examine the doll more closely. 

The face, which had been mended, was still very asymmetrical, with the two sides appearing to have been forcibly pieced together, creating a strong sense of discordance, as if multiple different souls had been forcibly merged into one body.

Maintaining her gaze on the doll, after a moment, the system refreshed a line of information:

[Frankenstein Doll: Probationary Apostle. This doll is a product of an experiment and possesses a certain level of intelligence. Once the conditions are met, it can be officially inducted as an apostle.]

[Note 1: This probationary apostle has proficient combat skills and can self-repair. Other abilities are yet to be unlocked.]

[Note 2: The owner can temporarily descend upon the Frankenstein Doll. After the descent, the doll can be deployed within a 15-meter radius of the user. The cooldown time for this ability is 7×24 hours, and each descent period must not exceed one hour. The doll, after descending, can use the owner’s abilities.]

[Note 3: To ensure the owner’s safety, do not overuse this ability.]

Xu Dengming silently focused on the phrase “conditions are met.”

Her system always chose to be unresponsive at the most inconvenient times—

Xu Dengming was very curious about what conditions she needed to meet and what the term “apostle” truly signified.

The system remained silent, as if completely oblivious to Xu Dengming’s doubts, resolutely refusing to provide any further information.

After ejecting the doll, the treasure chest produced the third and final reward: a sheet of paper that emitted a silvery glow.

The surface of the paper bore the words “Business License,” which made Xu Dengming question her future career path.

[Blessed Business License: When used, the user can activate a business interface in an [Unauthenticated Area].

Function 1: [Activation conditions not met]

Function 2: When hung at the entrance, it can create an independent space measuring 5m×10m×3m, which is extremely difficult to detect in the real world.

Note: During business hours, at least one apostle must be stationed in the shop.]

After reading the item’s description, Xu Dengming lightly tapped the sofa with her right index finger.

The two rewards she received this time, apart from the colorless crystal, both had hidden content that had not been revealed to her, and they seemed to be designed to be used together. 

Unfortunately, she didn’t know when she would be able to truly utilize their value.

In the description of the [Blessed Business License], there was a string of gibberish following the word “real,” which piqued Xu Dengming’s curiosity—since there was a “real world,” did that mean there were also areas that were not part of the real world?

After opening the treasure chest, Xu Dengming immediately opened the lottery interface and skillfully tossed a hundred colorless crystals into the golden prize pool.

[System: Congratulations to the player for obtaining [Skill Enhancement Experience Pack (Intermediate)]×5.]

[System: Congratulations to the player for obtaining [Healing Agent Set]×2.]

[System: Congratulations to the player for obtaining [Sparkling Eye Drop Enhancer]×1.]

[System: Congratulations to the player for obtaining [Forgotten Clay]×1.]

[System: Congratulations to the player for obtaining the permanent skill [Foreknowledge]×1.]

The rewards from the golden prize pool were still tailored to the user’s needs. 

The intermediate skill enhancement experience packs functioned similarly to the previous products. 

The [Healing Agent Set] included three bottles of [beginner healing agent], three bottles of [intermediate healing agent], one bottle of [advanced healing agent], and a small vial for mental recovery, comprehensively addressing most of the user’s healing needs.

As for the [Sparkling Eye Drop Enhancer], its name clearly indicated that it was an item to be used in conjunction with [Sparkling Eye Drops].

Xu Dengming first held the [Forgotten Clay] in her hand and examined it. 

It looked very similar to a children’s toy she had seen at Guo Jiajia’s place, but the system did not explicitly state the clay’s purpose, only indicating that this item could be used as a raw material for crafting certain items.

Xu Dengming carefully recalled her own growth experiences and doubted whether she had any talent for handicrafts, thinking that the [Forgotten Clay] might indeed be forgotten in the corner of her system backpack.

After the usual ten consecutive draws, Xu Dengming originally planned to take advantage of her surplus crystals and try her luck with the “dead flesh” in the white prize pool once more. 

However, as soon as she was about to operate, the system promptly issued a friendly reminder:

[System: Due to changes in [Unnamed], this draw requires at least 60 colorless crystals.]

Xu Dengming:”…..”

She pressed her temple, acutely feeling the system’s determination to push her to the limit.

The night had deepened, and the noise outside the window gradually grew fainter. 

Xu Dengming closed her eyes, putting aside her intention to further study the newly acquired skills.

The fatigue and stabbing sensation from the mental strain were becoming increasingly intense, to the point of being unbearable.

Xu Dengming had always been patient and willing to wait appropriately. 

She closed the system interface, quickly freshened up, and walked into the bedroom, sprawling out in a “big” shape on the soft bedding, allowing herself to drift off to sleep.

In the moment before she fell asleep, the eerie, cold light that had lingered in the dungeon seemed to spread into reality. 

She felt as if she was floating in an endless river, gradually sinking towards the deepest part.

1 a.m.

As a secondary city that was not very prosperous, the outer suburbs of Sanjiaorong City had little nightlife to speak of, especially in the sparsely populated old neighborhoods where even barbecue stalls were a rare sight along the roadsides.

However, at this moment close to complete silence, the above-ground area of the Special Affairs Bureau was still brightly lit.

The employees who were allowed to move around above ground were only a few who belonged to the Investigation Department and were mainly responsible for the security issues of the Special Affairs Bureau.

A uniformed special affairs officer, yawning, stumbled past the coffee machine, complaining, “The number of nights I’ve been on duty has increased again. I need to apply for an overtime allowance once more.”

A colleague shrugged, “Rest assured, with so many people working overtime, the Logistics Department should help file a report by the end of the month—when it comes to such matters, the Special Affairs Bureau is always more considerate than we think.”

In theory, special affairs officers in a secondary city should not be too busy. 

However, firstly, there was the good example set by Ji Zizai, and secondly, the death toll in the Nestle Park incident was too high, with many of the victims being students about to enter society, which had a significant impact.

The Special Affairs Bureau had already managed to suppress the incident to a large extent, but somehow, some information still leaked out and almost made it into the newspapers, forcing the special affairs officers who were preparing for a vacation to return to their posts and continue their duties.

Countless rumors, like spring insects, quietly emerged from every corner of the city and seeped into every possible gap.

A sense of panic spread among the citizens.

Several major families in the inner city of Sanjiaorong also inquired about the matter.

They did this not just to obtain first-hand information, but more importantly, to exert pressure on the Special Affairs Bureau and vie for the right to speak.

The special affairs officer lowered his voice and gossiped with his colleagues, “The Secretariat suspects that although the information did not come from within our ranks, it might be related to the neighboring unit.”

The neighboring unit referred to the Administration Bureau.

Compared to the Special Affairs Bureau, which was located in a secluded spot and accustomed to keeping secrets, the Administration Bureau was indeed more crowded and talkative.

The crowd clicked their tongues, using onomatopoeic words to express their sighs over the internal struggles within the city.

“There are too many dangerous elements outside, and they always act without considering the cost,” another special affairs officer with blue hair, shaking his leg, sighed for the number of his colleagues: 

“We are still short of manpower. If only we had more people to rotate shifts, at least we wouldn’t have to stay in the bureau around the clock.”

At that moment, Zhao Bainiao, with her coat casually draped over her shoulders and a file in hand, wandered over from outside.

A colleague pushed off the ground with his leg, sliding himself and his office chair over to Zhao Bainiao’s side, and asked curiously, “Are you coming from Minister Ji’s office? Did the minister say anything about the situation this time?”

Zhao Bainiao: “It might be related to the pseudo-disciples again.”

As soon as her words fell, a clear murmur of complaints arose within the office—every member of the Special Affairs Bureau harbored a very negative view of the pseudo-disciples, who were extremely talented at causing trouble, leading the bureau’s employees to often wish they could beat some more vacation days out of them.

The colleague clasped his hands together, speaking devoutly: 

“With the increasing number of abnormal incidents lately, I hope the headquarters can approve the expansion quota for Sanjiaorong City to alleviate everyone’s workload.”

Zhao Bainiao recalled the new file she had just seen in her superior’s office and decided to share the good news: 

“The expansion seems to have been approved.”

Her colleague’s face immediately lit up with delight, and he quickly took the opportunity to make more wishes, hoping that his good fortune would continue: 

“Then I also hope………………”

Before he could finish his sentence, a shrill ringing suddenly pierced the air within the office.


The ringing was like a sharp blade, shattering the calm facade of the office.

The special affairs officers’ movements froze for a moment. 

Whether they were in the middle of making instant noodles, adding milk to their coffee, heading to the training ground, or busy reviewing documents, their expressions all turned serious in unison—everyone knew that this kind of ringing signified a warning.

Zhao Bainiao quickly walked over to the fax machine, which began to operate, spewing out a document with a title written in bright red font.
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Zhao Bainiao scanned through the document at a speed of ten lines per glance, then announced to her colleagues, “The patrol officers detected an abnormal energy fluctuation at the edge of the city while checking the status of the [Suppressor]. There’s a high probability that a new instance is about to be born.”

The colleague who had just dealt with the Nestle Park incident looked shocked. 

“Is it the Pseudo-Adept’s doing again?”

Zhao Bainiao pondered, “It’s hard to say. According to the detector’s results, that area seems to have both life and creation energies present simultaneously. Under normal circumstances, these two forces belong to the domains of ‘Flesh and Life’ and ‘Craft,’ respectively.”

The colleague added, “Many Pseudo-Adepts use the aura of props incompatible with their abilities to cover their tracks.”

Zhao Bainiao agreed with this point, but she said, “I feel that if the cause of the instance’s birth is related to the Pseudo-Adepts, it wouldn’t have been discovered this early.”

Pseudo-Adepts are keen on creating chaos and are good at it. 

To avoid being blocked by enemies from the start, their initial actions tend to be low-key. 

Just like Nestle Park, by the time the Special Affairs Bureau discovered the problem, the internship incident had already been going on for a long time. 

If they had waited another two days, some students might have been able to turn regular directly.

However, the energy fluctuation detected this time gave off an unmasked feeling. 

It was quite arrogant.

Zhao Bainiao wiped her face and said, “The bureau must send someone over immediately to stop it.”

The former Special Affairs officer, who had been quietly holding a cup of coffee, raised it towards her colleagues and said resolutely, “Cheers.”

The colleagues:”…”

Everyone drained their cups, calmly accepting the reality that they would be on duty at half past one in the morning.

After years of accumulation, the Special Affairs Bureau had already mastered certain ways to interrupt the birth of instances. 

After receiving the alarm, Zhao Bainiao and others immediately applied for the corresponding props according to the procedure.

The application was quickly approved—the bureau’s regulations stipulated that in emergencies, the prop application process could be shortened, but only for those below Class B.

Investigator: “Do we need to apply for another batch of special bullets for this mission?”

Zhao Bainiao: “No need, this instance does not have entities in the real world.”

After obtaining the props, Zhao Bainiao and the others set off for the area of the energy fluctuation.

Life and creation can be restrained by death and decay, and vice versa.

Zhao Bainiao applied for a peculiar, darkened finger bone.

This finger bone was a relic obtained by a former ability user from a certain instance. 

According to the detection, the dark spots on the finger bone were marks left by a deadly poison. 

The marks could not be removed, and direct contact would cause the user to gradually weaken due to poisoning, eventually leading to death. 

If the poisoning was mild and the user was isolated from the prop in time, the above process could be interrupted and health restored.

At 1:45 in the morning.

Fine rain threads drifted in the sky, like mist, gently enveloping the city of Sanjiaorong.

The smell of sulfur and rust drifted in the boundless darkness. 

The plants by the roadside, which had not been cleaned up in time, tenaciously withstood the erosion of the acidic liquid—life that had survived the great disaster was the strong selected by nature.

Zhao Bainiao, who was driving, held the steering wheel with one hand and slightly impatiently tugged at her collar with the other. 

The rain mist always brought her a feeling of stuffiness and suffocation, making her very uncomfortable.

Twenty minutes later, the vehicle arrived at the destination. 

This area was near the suburban area, and it was usually sparsely populated. 

If the patrol officers had not strengthened the alert because of the Nestle Park incident recently, by the time the Special Affairs Bureau discovered something was wrong, the instance might have been successfully born.

The patrol officers, dressed in waterproof long coats, mostly came from the mobile squad under the jurisdiction of the Special Affairs Bureau. 

They had already sealed off the relevant area according to regulations before Zhao Bainiao and others arrived.

Zhao Bainiao swung her long legs out of the car door. 

She was also wearing a waterproof long coat and put on a pair of dark and bulky gloves.

The use of props must be careful. 

Zhao Bainiao carefully took out the black finger bone from the sealing box with gloves and placed it at the location calculated.

In theory, an instance in the state of birth is easily affected by external forces. 

The poisonous finger bone with the breath of death would react with the new instance and destroy its formation.

Next, the special affairs officers just needed to wait.

Time passed by second by second.

The black finger bone still lay quietly on the ground, without any change, as if it had not sensed the existence of the repulsive force around it at all.

The originally confident special affairs officers fell into silence, and an inevitable gloom appeared on their faces.

Zhao Bainiao stood still, and time quickly passed for more than an hour.

A middle-aged man in uniform, with a scholarly air, glanced at his watch. 

He let out an imperceptible sigh and then announced the result: 

“The interruption this time is confirmed to have failed. To avoid falling into the instance, please evacuate as soon as possible.”

The other special affairs officers had already mentally prepared for this, but before they left, they all looked up at Zhao Bainiao.

Zhao Bainiao is the head of the Investigation Department’s Group 3 and has higher authority in field missions.

The safety of the city and the lives of the investigators are both important parts that cannot be ignored. 

Zhao Bainiao pursed her lips and said, “The others retreat to more than five hundred meters away first, and I will wait for another quarter of an hour.”

The composed middle-aged man wanted to say something, but in the end, he closed his mouth and silently carried out Zhao Bainiao’s order with his colleagues.

Zhao Bainiao’s hands hung by her sides, and her expression was particularly serious.

She originally thought that as a special affairs officer, she had already understood quite a lot about the hidden side of the world. 

However, as the number of missions increased, the sense of confusion and the feeling of the unknown became stronger and stronger. 

Just like this time, the detector clearly detected the traces of life and creation, but when using the prop with repulsive force to interrupt it, the expected result was not obtained.

Zhao Bainiao carefully recalled the content she had heard during employee training – according to the general procedure, after failing to resist life with death, she should try to resist creation with destruction. 

However, destructive props are relatively rare. 

In addition, Zhao Bainiao always had an intuition that she inexplicably felt that even if she brought props containing destructive power, the expected result would not change.

An uncertain thought rose in Zhao Bainiao’s heart. 

She suspected that the dominant force in the new instance about to be born was not the two detected.

However, the detector carried by the patrol officers was already the largest detection range detector in the Special Affairs Bureau. 

Even some extremely rare abilities would at least show an “other”.

Zhao Bainiao felt a little anxious and did not understand where the problem was. 

She even suspected that she was really so unlucky that she encountered the event of “accidentally hitting a special power that has not been statistically registered” with a theoretical probability of almost zero.

While thinking, a quarter of an hour passed.

Zhao Bainiao took a deep breath and prepared to exit the instance area. 

She first put the finger bone back into the box, and suddenly, a river-like undulating ripple appeared in her field of vision.

The ripple was dark and profound, faintly showing a light silver pattern. 

Zhao Bainiao only glanced at it and was firmly attracted, almost unable to move her eyes away.

The illusory river in front of her seemed to contain strange knowledge and power, which could easily arouse the curiosity of the observer.

Zhao Bainiao felt a buzzing sound like a moth flapping its wings in her brain. 

Reason told her that she must leave immediately, but her legs were as if they had sunk into the swamp and could not take a step.

Her struggle did not last long. 

A line of slightly distorted characters emerged from the void –

[After detection, the participant meets the conditions for the game to start]

[“Fire” wishes you a pleasant game]

The special affairs officers who had retreated to more than five hundred meters away had been paying attention to the movements on Zhao Bainiao’s side all the time. 

They took turns monitoring in order, and the rest were responsible for observing the status of these monitors. 

As soon as it was fifteen minutes, the special affairs officer who was looking at the corresponding area with a telescope had a dazed and empty look in his eyes, and even began to walk towards Zhao Bainiao’s direction.

The middle-aged man, who noticed something was wrong, decisively stepped forward and knocked out the junior who had been unexpectedly hit.

-In the Special Affairs Bureau, even researchers mostly have combat qualities worth mentioning.

After knocking out the junior, the middle-aged man looked towards Zhao Bainiao again, and his expression suddenly froze.

-In just this moment.

The head of Group 3, who had just picked up the finger bone and was preparing to retreat, disappeared into thin air.

The surroundings were quiet, and all that could be heard was the sound of the rain threads falling.

Disappearing in the instance area was obviously a very bad thing.

The Special Affairs Bureau had no understanding of the new instance born in the suburbs, and even if Zhao Bainiao was a senior special affairs officer, the probability of death in this exploration was more than half.

After a while, the middle-aged man spoke and made arrangements for the next steps: 

“Continue to monitor and be prepared for the worst.”

His voice was a little hoarse.

Sanjiaorong City has always had another side hidden under the stable appearance. 

The middle-aged man was not the first time to face the death of colleagues, but he could never completely maintain the stability of his mind.

The special affairs officers were also silent.

The logistics personnel were ready to collect items. 

Although they might not be able to wait for Zhao Bainiao, they had a chance to find Zhao Bainiao’s relics around the new instance birth area.

Fortunately, things did not develop to the worst situation.

Just 3 hours later, the special affairs officers who had been mentally prepared with difficulty saw the living head of Group 3 on that vacant land. 

The way she appeared was as traceless as when she disappeared. 

Although she looked very ragged and haggard, she was indeed not in danger of life.

Zhao Bainiao, who successfully got out of an unknown instance, was quickly transported to the medical department by his colleagues after a basic check.

Zhao Bainiao: “…… I can drive myself.”

The investigator in charge of taking care of him pressed the group leader who wanted to flip like a carp back and said gently, “No, you can’t.”

Zhao Bainiao:”….”

The birth of a new instance and the involvement of a senior investigator directly shocked the Magpie Street. 

The medical department members had already prepared to call their director back from the Seventh Hospital to the urban area for overtime, but Zhao Bainiao’s check results were unexpectedly healthy.

The members of Group 3 looked at the on-duty doctor’s expression and felt a bit collapsed: 

“Is there still a problem with Director Zhao?”

The on-duty doctor stared at the detection instrument, his expression slightly serious: 

“There are indeed some places that I don’t quite understand.” 

He shrugged, “I’m curious, where exactly does she need treatment?”

Group 3 members:”….”

When the doctor describes the patient’s condition with too many twists and turns in his words, it is really a test for the recipient’s spirit.

Five o’clock in the morning.

The director’s secretary, Fu Shouzhong, came to visit Zhao Bainiao and asked about her condition.

Zhao Bainiao: “Everything is fine. I can return to my post now.” 


She paused for a moment and added, “Of course, it would be better if I could take a nap first.”

Fu Shouzhong smiled and said, “This is really good news.” 

He added, “In ten minutes, the director will come to talk to you.”

“There are some aspects of the newly discovered instance that are worth investigating in depth.”
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In the ward of the Medical Department, Ji Zizai crunched on a candy, the sound echoing in the quiet room. 

“So, the theme of this instance is ‘playing house.’ Does that mean you failed to clear it?”

Zhao Bainiao nodded, her expression somber. 

“I failed. I remember falling ill and turning into a puddle of blood. I thought I was going to die, but instead, I was just kicked out of the instance area.”

Ji Zizai raised an eyebrow. 

“No losses at all?”

Zhao Bainiao’s face twisted into a strange expression. 

“Actually, there were. I realized I was missing ten colorless crystals.”

Colorless crystals were an extremely precious resource, often used as a form of currency among ability users. 

Among the special agents sent to disrupt the instance’s creation, it seemed only Zhao Bai’niao had carried a sufficient amount of crystals.

So, was poverty the force behind this instance?

For the Special Affairs Bureau, the loss of crystals was regrettable, but the thought that those crystals could serve as substitutes for death made it seem worthwhile.

After learning the details of the instance, Ji Zizai swallowed the last bite of his candy, stood up, and took the coat handed to him by Fu Shouzhong. 

He patted Zhao Bainiao’s shoulder and said, “Rest well, and remember to write a report for me.”

Zhao Bainiao couldn’t help but feel that writing a report was hardly an activity one would engage in while resting.

As he was about to leave, Zhao Bainiao suddenly spoke up. 

“Minister, don’t you think the new instance in the suburbs is somewhat similar to the previous escape room instance?”

Ji Zizai’s expression remained unchanged; he had already made a similar connection. 

“Indeed, there are some similarities.”

Back in his office, Ji Zizai found a new email in his inbox, sent from the Core City, an area that used cross-city networks. 

Ordinary residents mostly used local area networks within their own districts. 

Cross-district networks were expensive and required additional permissions, so they were rarely used.

The content of the email was brief:

“Known. Suggest merging the newly discovered instance with Instance 002341 for research. Cannot rule out the possibility of new abilities emerging. Sender: Ren”

Ten seconds later, the screen quickly turned gray, and the email self-destructed, leaving no trace in the inbox, as if it had never existed.

For Zhao Bainiao, the time from midnight to dawn had been thrilling, but for the ordinary people of Sanjiaorong City, it was just another ordinary night.

***

Apartment 403, Sunflower Residence.

Xu Dengming slept soundly until almost ten o’clock. 

Sunlight streamed in through the gaps in the curtains, warm and languid. 

Already awake due to her internal clock, Xu Dengming rolled over. 

She hadn’t scheduled any extra work for herself today and wasn’t eager to get out of bed just yet. 

After opening her eyes, she reached under her pillow for her phone. 

Apart from some part-time job listings, there was nothing of substance in the school group chat.

As for Wang Yanxing, there had been no news yet. 

It seemed she would still be in the hospital for a few more days before she could recover and be discharged.

After a night of rest, the mental exhaustion caused by the instance had mostly recovered, and the familiar sensation of hunger returned. 

Xu Dengming got out of bed, first boiled some water, and then went to wash up. 

While brushing her teeth, she casually opened the system panel.

Overnight, her balance of colorless crystals had increased by two. 

Xu Dengming was pleased to see her crystals increase from time to time, but she was also curious about how the system earned crystals.

If it was about releasing games, she couldn’t imagine who would be willing to download and experience them. 

It was probably more like forced buying and selling.

And with her limited understanding of “Unhatched Fire,” Xu Dengming was quite skeptical. 

If something could benefit her, the system would surely gain something as well.

After washing up, the water in the kitchen had boiled. 

Since Xu Dengming hadn’t bought any food when she came back, today’s meal was still bread soup. 

Considering she had missed breakfast, she added an energy bar to the pot while boiling the soup.

The steaming lunch was served on the table. 

While sipping her bread soup, Xu Dengming studied her newly acquired skill.

With her previous experience, Xu Dengming first used an experience package to upgrade the level of [Foreknowledge] to 5.

Judging by the name, [Foreknowledge] seemed similar to [Eye of Observation], but the former was more targeted in peering into the future, with a longer time span.

When using [Eye of Observation], Xu Dengming could only see the short-term fate trajectory of a target. 

With [Foreknowledge], she could see situations days or even months ahead.

Xu Dengming remembered that the doll in the instance could not only foresee the future but also interfere with it. 

However, perhaps due to her insufficient level, she couldn’t do that yet.

Like the doll, the more Xu Dengming understood about the target, the more accurate her foresight would be. 

In addition, she couldn’t just predict out of thin air. 

If she could obtain an item related to the target, the success rate of the skill would greatly increase, and the closer the item was to the matter she wanted to predict, the clearer the vision would be.

After understanding the function of the new skill, Xu Dengming began to practice.

She thought about what she was curious about recently and decided to first predict Wang Yanxing’s discharge date.

The two were classmates and had been roommates. 

Naturally, Xu Dengming had items belonging to Wang Yanxing—when they first moved out to rent apartments, to avoid the trouble of not being able to get into their homes and having to find someone to unlock the door, they had exchanged their front door keys.

Xu Dengming took out the key left by Wang Yanxing and tried to predict her discharge date.

Staring at the key, her clear, black-and-white eyes began to shimmer with a river-like ripple, and a series of vague, hazy images appeared in her vision.

As Xu Dengming tried to focus on those images, she felt her mental energy start to drain away, and before she could see everything clearly, all the images dissipated like mist.

The first attempt failed.

Xu Dengming lowered her eyes to the key in her hand, a thoughtful look on her face. 

She then changed the direction of her prediction.

The key had a stronger association with opening doors than with discharge. 

This time, she hoped to see when Wang Yanxing would return to the Sunflower Residence.

With the consumption of mental energy, a dark and deep river began to flow slowly in her mental sea. 

In the faint silver ripples on the water’s surface, an exceptionally clear image gradually took shape.

“In five days.”

This time, the image Xu Dengming saw was very clear, but there were still many vague and strange shadows around it.

Like looking at the future with scattered vision.

Without needing anyone to explain, Xu Dengming naturally understood the meaning—just as rivers have tributaries, fate is never fixed.

Every tiny choice can deviate the future from its original path.

For now, the most likely event was that Wang Yanxing would return to the Sunflower Residence in five days. 

However, human behavior is influenced by so many factors, and those vague shadows represented the variables in fate.

After gaining a basic understanding of the new skill, Xu Dengming temporarily let go of her already diminished mental value. 

She took out the [Sparkling Eye Drops] and [Sparkling Eye Drops Enhancer] from her backpack.

Both items were liquid. 

Following the system’s instructions, Xu Dengming carefully mixed the eye drops and the enhancer thoroughly.

The eye drops, originally transparent and colorless, took on a deep, dark hue after the enhancer was added, giving Xu Dengming an inexplicable sense of familiarity and closeness.

It seemed as if she was gazing into the deep sea.

[System: Congratulations, player, you have obtained [River of Purifying Sight] ×1.]

The usage of the new item was particularly straightforward in its name. 

Xu Dengming lay back, facing the sky, and directly dripped the [River of Purifying Sight] into her eyes.

The river did not flow out from the corners of her eyes but seeped into them bit by bit, penetrating deep into her soul.

[System: Your mental sea has been expanded and can now carry a greater load.]

Xu Dengming knew she was still sitting in her familiar apartment, but in her eyes, the familiar surroundings seemed to have changed slightly.

The strange sensation didn’t last long; in just two blinks, Xu Dengming’s vision returned to normal.

She opened the system panel and noticed a change in her mental value data.

[Mental Value: 140/200]

After staring at the panel for a while, Xu Dengming made a decision.

She had obtained quite a few skill enhancement experience packages. 

She kept one intermediate-level package and used the rest to upgrade her current three skills.

[System: Your [Eye of Observation] has reached level 10 and cannot be upgraded further until your mental value meets the required conditions.]

[System: Your [Fate’s Box (Anomaly)] has reached level 10 and cannot be upgraded further until your mental value meets the required conditions.]

[System: Your [Foreknowledge] has reached level IV.10 and cannot be upgraded further until your mental value meets the required conditions.]

[System: Upon detection, the player now possesses three skills at level 10 and has automatically obtained the permanent skill [Intuition].

Note: [Intuition] is a passive skill and cannot be upgraded.]

Xu Dengming raised her eyebrows slightly as she read the refreshed messages.

After a brief study, she found that she was not unfamiliar with the use of [Intuition].

[Intuition] allows the owner to passively see their own special fate for a certain period in the future, just as Xu Dengming had seen the thread of misfortune of a car accident at the crossroads before.

After the upgrade, [Eye of Observation] captures the threads of fate more clearly and meticulously, and the number of targets that [Fate’s Box] can act on has also increased. 

Xu Dengming can now preserve the fate of five people at once. 

For ordinary people, the maximum preservation time of fate can reach up to five minutes.

She felt that she was gradually mastering an extremely special ability, but there was an obvious disadvantage in these abilities.


After carefully studying the system panel over and over again, Xu Dengming had to admit that all the enhancements she had obtained so far had nothing to do with physical strength. 

She belonged to a very typical glass cannon mage archetype.

No wonder every time she drew a prize, the golden prize pool always offered a large number of healing items. 

It was clearly a recognition of the user’s vitality.
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Xu Dengming pondered, though the test paper hadn’t given a result, she should have become the ability holder Zhao Bainiao had mentioned. 

She wasn’t sure what other ability holders were busy with in their daily lives, but for Xu Dengming, compared to trying every means to enhance her ability, she had more down-to-earth matters to consider at the moment. Like earning a living.

After finishing her research on the skill, Xu Dengming logged onto the school’s official website forum. 

She had intended to see if there were any new job fairs recently, only to find that the job-seeking section was always closed. 

It was probably because the incident at Nest Park had left a deep shadow on the management bureau, so they had taken certain preventive measures.

Xu Dengming had no choice but to wander around the water-posting area. 

As expected, it was filled with complaints from soon-to-be graduates, mainly about the difficulty of finding jobs recently, and secondly about the “cafeteria price hike” and “supermarket price increase.”

She flipped through some recent posts and then wore a thoughtful expression. 

Since entering Nestle Park, Xu Dengming hadn’t eaten out for a long time. 

But as someone who had lived on her own at an early age, she had a basic understanding of prices.

For example, in the current season, the market value of a kilogram of ordinary blue radish was at most fifteen city coins. 

Selling it for twenty city coins was considered a high price, and selling it for thirty city coins was a disregard for the common sense of buyers. 

But in just these past few days, the price of blue radish had risen to thirty-five city coins per kilogram, and the prices of other vegetables, fruits, and necessities had also increased accordingly.

Xu Dengming remembered that her account balance was only three thousand two hundred city coins. 

She couldn’t even afford to eat a hundred pounds of radish. 

Even without considering rent and utilities, she was on the brink of starvation. 

The issue of making a living suddenly became particularly urgent. 

In Xu Dengming’s original idea, Triangle Banyan City was only a second-tier city. 

As long as she didn’t go to the inner city, the cost of living would be very limited.

But the situation had clearly changed now. 

After the great disaster, human food had once been in very short supply. 

However, the survivors quickly cultivated a batch of more resilient and disaster-resistant edible animals and plants, including blue radish. 

Now, the food people grew could meet the needs of the urban population. 

There were planting areas in all cities. 

Some third-tier cities’ main business was food cultivation. 

The residents there needed to regularly supply food to higher-level cities or the core city. 

In return, they could exchange for daily necessities at a relatively cheaper price.

Xu Dengming was a native of Triangle Banyan City. 

In her memory, every price increase had a significant reason. 

Once, due to environmental changes, several important food supply areas had acid rain for several months. 

Many people, including the then young Xu Dengming, could only survive on diluted nutritional fluid.

She hoped that the situation this time wouldn’t be too bad. 

Xu Dengming closed the forum, planning to find a job that could support herself through other channels first. 

Unfortunately, the influence of Nest Park was too widespread. 

The website that closed the job-seeking section was not only the campus network of E University. 

After browsing the city network for a long time, Xu Dengming found that all job-seeking web pages were desolate. 

For a moment, she had the illusion that the labor market had already been saturated and didn’t need fresh blood.

Xu Dengming felt that she had already stood at a crossroads in life and had to make a difficult choice between being killed by the dungeon or being killed by poverty. 

She was curious about what other ability holders usually lived on. 

When Zhao Bainiao came to visit her, she mentioned that teacher-type ability holders had a great advantage in the technical industry, which fully proved that special power could be combined with daily life.

So what about other types of ability holders? 

Xu Dengming recalled the functions of the [Observation Eye], [Fate Box (Variant)], and [Foreknowledge]. 

She remembered that before the great disaster, there was a profession called fortune-telling stall, which was so relevant to personal ability that Xu Dengming felt she was born in the wrong era.

As for now, Xu Dengming thought she could only first foresee her future career direction to reduce unnecessary detours in the job-seeking process. 

She casually took out a resume that had been printed earlier as the “related item” to activate the skill, then focused her spirit and activated [Foreknowledge].

The skill began to take effect, and Xu Dengming felt as if she was detaching from reality and immersing herself in a river connecting the past and the future. 

Her consciousness gradually crossed the track of time and stopped before the result she wanted to understand.

The image that formed in her consciousness this time was not very clear, but it was not so blurry as to be unrecognizable. 

Xu Dengming’s eyes slightly moved, and her expression was a bit strange. 

In that instant, she seemed to have seen a set of uniforms belonging to the management bureau in the not-so-distant future.

Entering the management bureau was not Xu Dengming’s only option, but it was her most likely path. 

She planned to pay attention to the recruitment situation. 

During this period, relying on the experience she had accumulated from part-time jobs during her school years, she received two small orders to modify drawings.

With the soaring prices, the income from part-time jobs had decreased by a third, leaving Xu Dengming’s dining table with only boiled bread nearing its expiration date and vitamin tablets, in addition to a few wilted vegetables and eggs. 

Compared to relying entirely on nutritional fluid for survival, Xu Dengming was satisfied with her diet.

The nutritional fluid in Triangle Banyan City had once had a very serious safety issue. 

Although the management bureau had issued several announcements afterwards stating that the situation had improved, residents still preferred natural food.

The money earned from part-time jobs covered the cost of food with almost no surplus. 

Although there was still some money in Xu Dengming’s personal account, she, who had rich experience in struggling with poverty, was not very willing to touch her savings unless she really encountered an emergency.

The reduction in pay was bad news, and the rise in prices was also bad news. 

Fortunately, Xu Dengming received the good news that Wang Yanxing was about to be discharged from the hospital.

Xu Dengming wanted to go and pick up her classmate. 

At this moment, her mobile phone received a text message. 

Wang Yanxing’s home was in the inner city. 

Because she didn’t want her parents to worry about her experience, she never told her family about the difficulties she encountered in job hunting. 

After being discharged from the hospital, she went straight back to her apartment.

As she got off the hospital car, her mobile phone vibrated slightly, and she received a text message from the “management bureau.”

“Ms. Wang Yanxing, hello. We are pleased to inform you that your resume has passed the preliminary screening of the management bureau.” 

“If you are interested in joining us, please bring your relevant documents and report to the second floor of No. 27, Dujian Street within three working days during working hours.”

Wang Yanxing:”…..”

She was stunned for a moment, then directly put her luggage back into her room on the third floor, and then ran upstairs to room 403.

Because it was on the top floor, the lighting conditions of room 403 had always been very good. 

The not-so-large living room was cleaned very neatly by the owner, and there was even a bunch of origami flowers in the white vase on the table.

“I also received such a text message,” Xu Dengming made a simple reply after listening to Wang Yanxing’s intention, and then got up to pour a glass of plain boiled water for her long-lost classmate.

Wang Yanxing looked distressed:

 “I actually never thought of working for the management bureau. What do you think?”

Xu Dengming: “I think it’s not bad, at least it’s stable.”

If she hadn’t awakened her special power, Xu Dengming’s attitude might have been more cautious now. 

However, she had already touched another side of the world and urgently needed to expand her channels for obtaining relevant knowledge. 

Joining an official institution was a good way.

Moreover, Xu Dengming really needed a continuous way to make money. 

Her first three years at E University were busy and fulfilling. 

Xu Dengming paid off her student loan in advance at the cost of chronic sleep deprivation and overwork. 

But now that she was about to graduate and lose her student status, she would face high taxes.

Anyway, official institutions also allowed resignation. 

If the work really didn’t go well, she could still choose to leave with her luggage.

Wang Yanxing looked thoughtful. 

She preferred a job with higher freedom, but after the experience in Nest Park, except for the absolute inability to agree to go home to help, she didn’t have much insistence on her career.

Since a classmate was going to apply for the job, she was naturally very willing to go and see the situation with her. 

The two quickly reached an agreement. 

On the day after receiving the text message, they tidied up their resumes and prepared to take the bus to Dujian Street.

When Xu Dengming went out, she also took the time to check the prices of vegetables for the day. 

As expected, the food was still very expensive today. 

Fortunately, the upward trend had been temporarily curbed, giving citizens some confidence.

There were fewer pedestrians on the road, and fewer vehicles as well. 

But according to the newspaper, the fare for the public transportation system was not much different from before. 

It was just that the departure time had become longer than before, which was quite a test of the patience of those waiting.

Xu Dengming was glad that she had reserved enough time for the interview.

Thirty minutes later, the bus finally arrived at the station. 

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing chose seats next to each other. 

Outside the bus window, the food vendors on both sides of the street had all disappeared, and many restaurant doors had wooden signs hanging, indicating that they were temporarily closed.

A child dressed in ill-fitting clothes ran with his head down on the sidewalk, accidentally bumping into a passerby’s arm. 

A pack of compressed biscuits rolled out from under his clothes. 

The child mumbled an apology, bent down to pick up the fallen compressed biscuits, and continued to run away without looking back.

Wang Yanxing sighed, “It’s too desolate. I feel like our neighborhood will be abandoned soon.”

Xu Dengming nodded, “Many people who worked in the suburban factories used to live around the Sunflower Apartments. Now there are fewer and fewer of them.”

Wang Yanxing: “If we don’t succeed in the interview today, should we go to the inner city to try our luck?”

The pronoun she used was not “I,” but “we.”

Xu Dengming: “Didn’t you always not want to go home?”

Wang Yanxing: “Sometimes you can compromise with survival.”

Xu Dengming seemed to smile and shook her head, “It’s not that bad yet.”

The distance from Dujian Street to the two girls’ apartment was not close. 

They set off right after lunch and spent two bumpy hours on the bus before finally arriving at their destination.

Xu Dengming had checked before coming. 

The address of the management bureau was actually No. 22, Dujian Street. 

Due to the expansion of personnel and the fact that some nearby shops had moved away one after another because of poor management, the management bureau had set up several additional office locations next to the headquarters.

“The vehicle is about to arrive at the station…………”

The electronic announcement of the bus woke Xu Dengming up a bit from her drowsy state. 

She pushed Wang Yanxing, who was already dreaming with her bag in her arms, and pulled her up from the seat.

The street of Dujian Street was quite wide, with gene-improved plane trees planted on both sides after the great disaster. 

The trees had slender trunks, but the downside was that they didn’t grow many leaves, which was not very friendly to pedestrians who wanted to avoid the sun.

No. 27 was behind No. 22. 

The exterior wall of this building was an old brick red. 

There was no sign hanging at the entrance, and the metal door was slightly open, with a glimpse of the dimly lit interior.


Xu Dengming tried to knock on the door. 

As soon as her hand touched the outer door, the door opened directly.

Inside No. 27, there was a reception area near the door, but there was no staff behind it. 

If it weren’t for the signs of human activity around and the knowledge that the headquarters of the management bureau in the outer city of Triangle Banyan City was not far away, Xu Dengming, a college student who had not yet graduated, would definitely have turned around and left with her companion.
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Wang Yanxing stopped in her tracks and asked: 

“Should we go up directly or wait for a moment?”

Xu Dengming blinked lightly, first giving Wang Yanxing a serious look before replying, “Let’s wait for a moment.”

After [Observation Eye] was upgraded to level ten, Xu Dengming could effortlessly see the trajectory of an ordinary person’s fate within the last one or two minutes.

Suddenly, as if ants were crawling on her skin, a subtle, almost imperceptible change occurred inside Building 27.

Xu Dengming didn’t actually see anyone, nor did she hear any sound, but she instinctively looked up toward the corner of the staircase. 

Three seconds later, a black, featureless round head slowly peeked out from around the corner.

Xu Dengming:”…..”

For a moment, she almost thought she had entered a dungeon again.

Xu Dengming stared at the round head for a while, then tentatively spoke, “Hello?”

Upon hearing her words, the body behind the head smoothly emerged from the corner like pulling a radish-it was a young man wearing a management bureau jacket.

The young man walked down directly from the second floor, looking at them curiously, and said, “You, uh, are here for the interview, right?”

It seemed that Building 27 had no other function besides interviews, so the staff naturally assumed that anyone coming here was for that purpose.

Xu Dengming nodded in acknowledgment and explained the reason for their presence: 

“We just knocked on the door, and it was unlocked, but there doesn’t seem to be any reception staff on the first floor.”

The management bureau employee shrugged: 

“There should have been, but we haven’t started work yet.”

Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing: “…..”

Considering it was already 2:30 in the afternoon, Xu Dengming had reason to believe that the management bureau was not a unit known for its tight work schedule.

Although it wasn’t the usual time to start work, since they had already arrived, the employee didn’t make Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing wait any longer.

He directly took the two of them to the second floor, gestured for them to sit in the reception room for a while, collected their resumes, and then went to knock on the door of another office.

The management bureau employee said to his colleague inside: “… handle the interview?”

…They should be here for the interview as notified. 

Who’s going to take the interview.

He wasn’t new to the job and vaguely knew about a neighboring unit with an extremely intense work rhythm.

The colleague took the resumes, glanced over them briefly, and said, “I’ll handle it. Both of them are on the list anyway, so it’s just a formality.”

She stretched lazily: “Let’s finish the interview quickly and get back. Building 27 is too cold, and my joints are missing the warmth of the office.”

Due to a shortage of personnel in the Special Affairs Bureau, they had temporarily borrowed a batch of employees from the management bureau to handle the recruitment.

About ten minutes later, Xu Dengming and Wang Yanxing were called into the office one by one for their interviews.

Perhaps due to the invisible pressure from her savings, Xu Dengming remained unusually composed during the interview. 

However, the interviewer didn’t seem to care much about her performance either, simply asking for her name and school before announcing, “You can go back and wait for the notification.”

Perhaps concerned that Xu Dengming might be anxious about the job offer, the interviewer added, “Barring any unforeseen circumstances, you should meet our hiring criteria.” 

She then handed her a manual, “These are some of the bureau’s regulations. You can take a look at them in advance when you get home.”

Xu Dengming raised an eyebrow, intuitively feeling that the interviewer’s words were not lies.

However, she also felt that her easy acceptance had nothing to do with her professional skills, expertise, or even hidden secrets. 

It was purely because she had previously been involved in the Nest Park incident.

-There are secrets in the world that are not suitable for the general public to know. 

Given this, it seems like a good choice to prioritize recruiting young people who have already glimpsed the other side of the world into the bureau.

The interview didn’t take up too much of their time. 

Wang Yanxing had initially planned to eat out, but she found that the food prices near Azalea Street, although more stable than those near Sunflower Apartment, were still high enough to make her heart ache.

In the end, the two only went for a stroll at the Square Root of Five Library. 

Just as they were about to head back, they heard a call from behind.

“……?”

As they were leaving the library, Xu Dengming heard a somewhat familiar voice. 

She turned around and saw Lin Yunhui, whom she had met in the elevator scenario.

Lin Yunhui’s face was filled with joy and excitement. 

She waved vigorously and quickly walked over.

Xu Dengming noticed that the other hand of Lin Yunhui was also holding a manual she had just received from the bureau.

Lin Yunhui: “Long time no see!”

Wang Yanxing compared Lin Yunhui’s face with the students from E University in her mind, and finally said in confusion, “You are……” 

Xu Dengming: “Her name is Lin Yunhui, not a student from E University.”

She introduced the two, and after a brief exchange, they discovered that they had all participated in the bureau’s interview.

Lin Yunhui looked relieved: “I was worried about being unemployed, but I didn’t expect to get a internship position so early.”

Wang Yanxing sighed: “If I had known I would receive an interview invitation, I wouldn’t have bothered looking for information at various job fairs before.” 

She then showed a hint of confusion, “But did I ever send my resume to the bureau?”

Xu Dengming, who had never expected her roommate to start pondering the resume submission issue only now: Although Xu Dengming could probably guess the reason, bound by the confidentiality agreement, she didn’t directly voice her speculation. 

Instead, she shifted the blame to E University: 

“Maybe the school helped submit it. With one more person finding a job, this year’s employment rate would look better.”

Wang Yanxing agreed deeply.

The three weren’t very familiar with each other, so they didn’t talk for long. 

Before parting, Lin Yunhui waved her arm again and smiled at them, “Hope to see you again in the bureau.”

Perhaps because it was close to official institutions, the shops around Azalea Street didn’t set the food prices too outrageously, but they did limit the purchase quantity. 

Xu Dengming didn’t waste the opportunity to go out and stocked up on some noodles and nutritional supplements.

Wang Yanxing helped her roommate carry the items while complaining: 

“I heard from my family that the prices in the inner city haven’t risen much, but it’s not easy to send things out. They told me to just go back home if I’m short on clothes or food.”

As a local resident of Triangle Banyan City, Xu Dengming had long known that the more remote the residential area, the lower the housing prices, but the price system for daily necessities became increasingly chaotic. 

Over time, many who couldn’t endure this would move to newly planned urban areas, contributing to the city’s real estate industry.

As the interviewer had mentioned, Xu Dengming received the notification of her successful application not long after returning home, a speed that was unusually fast for the administration’s typical efficiency.

The notice was delivered directly to her apartment door. 

Xu Dengming took it home, opened it, and saw that the latest registration date was December 7th, with an option to come earlier.

The administration had thoughtfully left ample time for future employees to handle their personal affairs.

Xu Dengming stared at the notice in her hand for a long time.

Today was already November 28th, and the weather was getting colder. 

Xu Dengming gazed at the frost forming on the windowsill and realized that if she secured the job, she might need to give up her apartment at Sunflower Apartments.

Xu Dengming had initially chosen this place because Sunflower Apartments were located in Hongshan District, close to the old campus of E University, with cheap rent and a quiet environment.

But once she decided to work at the administration, she would immediately face the significant issue of a daily commute lasting four hours.

Xu Dengming thought, perhaps she could not go home and just sleep on the floor in the administration’s hallway, striving to leave an impression on her colleagues of being a workaholic who didn’t fit in.

The notice included the administration’s contact information. 

Xu Dengming called directly and tactfully inquired about the treatment of interns.

“…Yes, we provide accommodation here. If it’s convenient, you can come directly.”

Xu Dengming checked online and found that the rent prices around Azalea Street were at least ten times higher than those near Sunflower Apartments. 

The administration had probably considered that interns might be financially strapped and thus decisively covered food and lodging.

With the increasing burden of living expenses and not much disposable funds on hand, coupled with the bleak job market in the city, Xu Dengming felt she didn’t have much room to be picky.

For her, living with strangers wasn’t the best choice, especially since Xu Dengming harbored some secrets that were inconvenient to disclose. 

But if she couldn’t even hide them from other newcomers, Xu Dengming felt it was almost certain that the administration’s formal members would discover her anomalies.

The operator on the other end of the phone introduced himself as Zhang Er, a very talkative person. 

Although Xu Dengming only asked about accommodation, he seemed to have triggered a keyword and detailed various benefits provided by the bureau.

The salary was much lower than that of formal members, but they could still receive two thousand city coins each month. 

The bureau also provided meal allowances, travel subsidies, canteen subsidies, and free beverages. 

As for the dormitory, as long as one was employed, they could stay indefinitely.

Xiao Zhang: “I also recommend that interns choose to stay in the dormitory to get along with future colleagues in advance, which will increase the chances of becoming a formal employee.”

Xu Dengming was curious: “So the probability of becoming a formal employee at the administration isn’t high?”

Xiao Zhang said matter-of-factly: “Even if we need more hands, we won’t let everyone pass.

At the end of the call, his voice became particularly enthusiastic, “Although the number of admissions is limited, I still hope you can succeed soon!”

Xu Dengming didn’t speak, nor did she hang up immediately.

She thought about the intern’s salary-two thousand city coins, which was exactly the average rent for a single-person apartment near Azalea Street. 

The Administration Bureau was like a massive, damp tree, with its employees being various plants and animals living on it. 

Over the years, they had formed an inseparable and stable ecosystem.

From birth to death, everything could be accomplished by clinging to this great tree.

Xu Dengming asked, “I have one more question. If an intern dies on the job, will there be any compensation?”


“Of course!” Xiao Zhang on the other end of the phone remained enthusiastic, his tone full and high-pitched, even somewhat cloying. 

“The compensation standard for interns who die or are injured on duty is one hundred thousand city coins per person. We will do our utmost to ensure the quality of life for all our employees.”

As she listened to his words, a thought flashed through Xu Dengming’s mind-the acceptance letter she had just received didn’t seem to mention the process for declining the position. 

There wasn’t even a reminder like “Failure to report by the deadline will be considered as forfeiture.”
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Xu Dengming spent a day moving out and arrived at Azalea Street with her luggage on November 30th.

Wang Yanxing didn’t come along. 

She hadn’t been home for too long and had to visit her elders in the inner city first. 

She wouldn’t return to the outer city until around the 5th or 6th.

“I really don’t want to stay at home for that long,” Wang Yanxing complained. 

“But the traffic between the inner and outer cities has always been restricted. Without a special reason, you can’t move back and forth frequently.”

At this point, she sighed heavily: 

“Originally, I didn’t have to go back, but this time it’s a family gathering. Plus, my uncle couldn’t make it, so my parents insisted I come to fill in.”

Xu Dengming patted Wang Yanxing’s shoulder to comfort her: 

“When you go back, try to eat more and make up for your uncle’s family’s share. Make others feel that your presence is worth more than expected.”

When she bid farewell to her classmate, she didn’t forget to return the keys to the apartment downstairs.

As she left Sunflower Apartments, Xu Dengming didn’t feel any sense of reluctance as a resident of the outer city with a less-than-ideal background, she had long been accustomed to moving.

Xu Dengming didn’t have many personal belongings. 

Apart from the necessary bedding and clothes, she chose to store the rest of her luggage. 

The suitcase she used was bought from a second-hand market and was already very old. 

She had repaired the wheels herself, but perhaps the size didn’t quite match, so it wobbled and was unbalanced when dragged.

On the afternoon of November 30th, Xu Dengming arrived at Azalea Street and knocked on the door of No. 27 for the second time. 

After carefully verifying her identity, a young woman in uniform came to arrange her accommodation.

The young woman asked Xu Dengming to wait for a while, then drove over in her car. 

Her car wasn’t big and looked well-suited for navigating narrow streets. 

The car was pure black in color, with a design somewhat resembling a Beetle.

She explained to Xu Dengming: “Originally, I should have taken you directly to register, but the personnel department isn’t on duty yet. I’ll take you to your accommodation first. The living quarters for you newcomers are arranged nearby, not too far.”

Xu Dengming, who had deliberately arrived at 2:40, silently thought to herself that she still didn’t fully understand the work rhythm of some of her future colleagues.

After getting in the car, Xu Dengming asked, “How long is the commute between the accommodation and the management bureau?” 

The young woman quickly estimated and gave her an answer: 

“About half an hour on foot, or ten minutes by bike.”

The accommodation area arranged by the bureau for newcomers was located on the edge of the Azalea Street complex, a place Xu Dengming had never been to before.

After winding through the alleys, the small black car finally arrived at its destination. 

Xu Dengming saw that it was an entire eight-story building, which looked quite old.

The young woman introduced: “It’s said that this place used to be a hotel, but due to poor management, it struggled for a few years before eventually being abandoned. Later, the bureau bought it at a low price and turned it into a dormitory.”

Xu Dengming thought that, just from the difficulty of transportation, it was no surprise that this hotel had gone bankrupt.

She hoped that the original operator, after failing once, had improved their investment insight.

Xu Dengming opened the car door, took her suitcase from the trunk, and then looked up at the dormitory building in front of her, suddenly recalling memories from the past.

When she was a child, she had also lived in a similar old building, though it was a single-story house.

The exterior walls of the former hotel building, originally brick-red, were now completely covered in dark green vines, resembling a piece of stale meat draped in moss.

The vines not only engulfed the building in front but also climbed onto the adjacent high-rise. 

The leaves were a deep shade of green, triangular in shape, and rustled loudly in the wind, producing a cold, metallic clatter as if countless iron sheets were colliding. 

Thin rootlets sprouted from the stems, showcasing a tenacious vitality.

The young lady who led Xu Dengming to the dormitory smiled and explained, “These were planted by people who used to work at the hotel. They’re ornamental plants cultivated in the core city, called Eternal Ivy.” 

She added, “Eternal Ivy is an evergreen plant; it never withers, no matter the season.”

After the Great Calamity, many beautiful ornamental plants had become symbols of wealth.

Xu Dengming raised an eyebrow. 

Perhaps due to differences in aesthetic taste, she didn’t find the Eternal Ivy particularly beautiful. 

Instead, she felt the leaves on the wall were packed too densely, creating a sense of overwhelming clutter.

The young lady continued, “You’ve arrived early, so there aren’t many people living here yet. You can choose any floor from the third to the eighth. The layout is pretty much the same on each floor.”

Xu Dengming asked, “What about the first and second floors?”

The young lady replied, “The first floor is mostly abandoned. There used to be a parking lot, but hardly anyone drives here anymore. Only the reception area is still set up there. The public cafeteria is on the second floor, and you can use your employee card to eat there during meal times.” 

She added, “The dormitory offers single, double, and triple rooms. Apart from the number of occupants, the room types are essentially the same. For now, only triple rooms are available to you.” 

“Each bedroom is occupied by one person, but the living room and bathroom are shared with two others. Once you’re officially hired, you can apply to rearrange your dormitory.”

At this point, the young lady smiled at Xu Dengming, “I hope your probation period goes smoothly.”

Xu Dengming nodded, “Thank you,” and followed the young lady into the first-floor lobby.

The first and second floors were noticeably taller than the others. 

As Xu Dengming entered the lobby, she felt the space around her was somewhat empty. 

A faint song echoed from the reception area, occasionally accompanied by the crackling of static.

Further inside, the darkness completely swallowed everything. 

The floor was cluttered with various discarded items some were old furniture, while others were rusted metal bars of unknown purpose.

The young lady skillfully navigated around the obstacles and led Xu Dengming to the reception desk to pick up a key. 

Xu Dengming randomly selected one from the keys for the third floor.

The room she chose was 303-3.

The receptionist, wrapped in a thick brown coat, handed over the key and then retreated back into his chair to read the newspaper, seemingly indifferent to the outside world.

The weather was cold, and the reception area lacked heating. 

The receptionist had bundled himself entirely into his coat, revealing only half of his thin, sallow, and aged face.

The young lady politely said, “You can go and drop off your luggage first. I’ll take you back to complete the paperwork afterward.”

Xu Dengming replied, “I’ve caused you so much trouble with this delay.”

The young lady smiled, “No trouble at all. I didn’t have much work to do today anyway.”

Xu Dengming:”……”

She thought the management bureau probably didn’t often dismiss full-time employees due to insufficient workload.

Five minutes later, after temporarily settling Xu Dengming, the young lady drove her back to Azalea Street. 

This time, however, they didn’t go to number 27 but to number 22.

The management bureau’s branch on Azalea Street was only responsible for affairs in the outer city district, while most of the important tasks were coordinated and arranged by the inner city district. 

After entering with the young lady, Xu Dengming saw people in dark uniforms bustling back and forth in the corridors. 

Many employees sat at their desks with absent-minded expressions, tapping on their keyboards intermittently, unsure if they were writing documents or testing the keyboard’s sensitivity.

The young lady walked briskly, leading Xu Dengming directly to the human resources department on the second floor. After a brief verification of her documents, she handed Xu Dengming an intern ID card.

Holding the ID card, Xu Dengming suddenly recalled her experiences in the Nest Park.

Fortunately, compared to the employee ID from Nest Park, the management bureau’s ID appeared completely normal from every angle. 

Even with Xu Dengming’s keen eye, she couldn’t spot anything amiss.

The young lady offered to take Xu Dengming back, but she politely declined.

The young lady didn’t insist, only escorting her to the door and giving her some reminders. 

She said courteously, “It’s not the 7th yet, so we won’t assign you any actual tasks for now. However, there are daily reports about the management bureau in the building. It’s best to attend them.”

Xu Dengming agreed, “Thank you for the reminder.”

She was well aware that the phrase “it’s best to attend” wasn’t a suggestion that interns could skip if they wanted to. 

It was a subtle hint that her current performance would affect her chances of becoming a full-time employee in the future.

The covert screening had begun the moment she moved into the building.

The distance between the residential area and Azalea Street wasn’t particularly far, but walking there was still time-consuming. 

The narrow paths between the buildings made it impossible to set up bus routes, which made Xu Dengming eager to get a bicycle for convenience.

Back in school, Xu Dengming had once assembled a bicycle using discarded parts left by former classmates. 

However, in June of this year, she had repaired that bike, which she obviously wouldn’t need after graduation, and sold it for 20 city coins to a sophomore who happened to pass by.

Many places in Triangle Banyan City had recycling points. 

Strapped for cash, Xu Dengming thought she might be able to scavenge some parts from the recycling station and assemble another bike.

She walked leisurely, occasionally stopping. 

The brick pavement, long neglected, was cracked and broken in many places, with some bricks completely missing. 

Some shabbily dressed children dashed past her there were several private orphanages in the area.

In the past, some stores would leave expired food outside for children who couldn’t afford meals to rummage through. 

But as prices rose, even expired food became a precious commodity.

By the time Xu Dengming returned to the residential building, it was already 5 PM. 

The sky had darkened, and the evening breeze carried a cool dampness. The streetlights along the road had turned on, with small black insects fluttering around the bulbs.

It was dinner time, so Xu Dengming headed straight to the second floor.

She had been busy storing her luggage earlier and hadn’t had the chance to take a closer look at the second floor. 

Now that she finally had some free time, she decided to explore the dining area first.

Coming up from the stairs on the first floor, she entered a square hall. 

The hall was sparsely decorated, with only two long benches against the walls and a few paintings hanging above them. 

In one corner stood a public water dispenser with paper cups placed beside it. 

Directly opposite the staircase entrance was a glass door, beyond which lay a dark, duck-bill-shaped area protruding from the building.


Curious about what the “duck bill” outside might be, Xu Dengming approached the glass door and looked out. 

To her surprise, it turned out to be a spacious balcony, roughly the same size as the square hall.

The balcony itself wasn’t black, but it was completely covered with a thick layer of ivy, obscuring its original appearance.
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The vines climbed wildly, extending all the way to the outside of the glass door, resembling black snakes. 

Xu Dengming tried to press the door handle down and found that the glass door wasn’t locked, but the opening was entangled by the eternal vines, making it temporarily impossible to open.

The wind outside grew stronger, howling as it blew, causing the dark leaves on the vines to collide with each other, producing a continuous rustling sound.

“WW…..”

Xu Dengming withdrew her gaze and walked toward the dining area.

There was a corridor connecting the dining area to the hall. 

The surrounding rooms had been converted into storage spaces, and some of the doors were unlocked. 

Through the gaps, Xu Dengming saw rooms filled with mops and brooms piled together.

The lighting in the dining area was much brighter than at the stairwell, but the space was much smaller than Xu Dengming had imagined, accommodating only about thirty people. 

The food was self-service, with limited variety, and it was still steaming hot.

Xu Dengming arrived quite early, but there were already people in the dining area before her.

Although only one table was occupied, it exuded a lively atmosphere.

As Xu Dengming stepped inside, the people at the table noticed the movement at the entrance, and several pairs of eyes turned toward her. 

Xu Dengming paused, feeling as if she were under a spotlight.

A friendly-looking girl was the first to nod at Xu Dengming, signaling goodwill. 

“Hello,” she said, then extended an invitation, “Would you like to join us?”

The young people who had arrived before Xu Dengming still retained some social enthusiasm. 

They were chatting together and, upon seeing a newcomer, didn’t hesitate to invite her over.

Not wanting to appear too aloof on her first day, Xu Dengming politely accepted. 

She first served herself some fried rice, added some vegetables, corn kernels, and chicken on top, then took a bowl of soup and a boiled egg. 

Carrying her tray, she walked over to where the other young people were seated.

She glanced down at her plate, satisfied with the variety of food provided by the management. 

As for the taste, for someone accustomed to boiled noodles and bread, it wasn’t particularly important.

There were quite a few people, so the young people had pushed two tables together. 

As they ate, they chatted casually. 

They first introduced themselves and where they lived, then asked for Xu Dengming’s name.

A young man named Fang Jialing looked at her and suddenly spoke up, “Wait, are you from E University?”

Fang Jialing lived in Room 412.

Xu Dengming admitted, “Yes, I’m a senior.” 

She then looked at him and added, “I think I’ve seen you before.” 

The two exchanged a glance, both seeming to recall something.

The girl who had greeted Xu Dengming earlier, Qin Linge, asked with curiosity, “So you two know each other?”

Xu Dengming replied, “We’re from the same university. We’ve seen each other a few times before, but we never really talked. I didn’t expect to meet here.”

She wasn’t lying, but she omitted some details. 

For instance, she and Fang Jialing hadn’t just crossed paths on campus-they had also caught a glimpse of each other once in the Nestor Park area.

-Considering that all survivors of the instance had signed confidentiality agreements, she had every reason to keep that part of the past unmentioned.

Fang Jialing’s presence in the Management Bureau’s accommodation building was a testament to her good luck and robust nerves, having survived the ordeal until the very end.

Similarly, Fang Jialing, who had deliberately overlooked her experiences at the Nest Park, smiled and steered the conversation elsewhere: 

“I have a classmate who was also recruited, but he has some family matters to attend to and will report a few days late.”

Their shared alma mater instantly brought everyone closer, and the atmosphere at the table grew more lively.

Xu Dengming then introduced her name and residence. 

Upon learning she lived in room 303, Qin Linge and a young man named Jin Zhiran both showed expressions of “what a coincidence.”

Qin Linge lived in room 301. 

She had moved in last October, having graduated earlier in the year and entered the Bureau through the normal recruitment process. 

Due to work evaluations, she had yet to be officially confirmed. 

She had previously lived nearby with relatives but moved into the Bureau’s dormitory after they relocated.

Jin Zhiran lived in room 302. 

Although it was their first meeting and it was inappropriate to pry too much, the subtle hints of relief in his demeanor and the faint probing in his words made Xu Dengming suspect that he, too, had been involved in some abnormal incidents.

The quietest at the table was Dong Shaodan, who lived alone in room 417. 

She appeared somewhat aloof and ate sparingly, seemingly unimpressed with the meal.

Judging by her attire, Dong Shaodan’s family was relatively well-off. 

The brand of her coat was quite famous, something Xu Dengming had seen at Wang Yanxing’s place, sold only in the inner city.

As they were all interns, the others curiously asked Qin Linge about the tasks the Bureau might assign.

Qin Linge recalled, “I started by helping to organize documents, sometimes going out to maintain order, and registering various information.” 

She added, “The work isn’t really difficult, so there’s no need to be nervous.”

Jin Zhiran was puzzled: “I noticed the Bureau has recruited quite a few people this year. Do they really need that many hands?”

Qin Linge thought for a moment: 

“This year, they’ve been planning new residential areas, so it’s busier than usual.”

Fang Jialing shrugged and complained, “I really don’t understand why the city keeps planning new residential areas when the houses aren’t selling.”

Whether before or after the Great Calamity, housing issues were a common topic of conversation.

Jin Zhiran casually remarked, “They want to make money, and the rents in the new areas are particularly high. Even if you don’t want to move, the Bureau will force you to.”

Qin Linge listened to her new colleagues’ discussions with a smile but didn’t join in.

Considering the limited commercial prosperity of second-tier cities, the Bureau’s continuous planning of new residential areas to generate income was a common speculation among residents. 

However, since she aimed to be officially confirmed in the Bureau, it was best not to voice such thoughts.

Jin Zhiran then asked Qin Linge, “Are the Bureau’s evaluations strict? How can one get officially confirmed?”

Qin Linge paused. 

She had joined earlier in the year and was still not a formal employee, so the question was somewhat awkward for her. 

However, she quickly adjusted her mindset and replied with a smile, “After joining, it’s crucial to follow the rules and regulations strictly in all actions.”

“During the process, I tried to listen to the opinions of my seniors as much as possible.  Since there would be some group collaboration work later, it was also necessary to maintain good interpersonal relationships.” 

After hesitating for a moment, she added, “I heard that there’s a practice in the management bureau where the HR department doesn’t allow all interns from the same batch to become regular employees smoothly.” 

“However, those who don’t pass may not be immediately dismissed; there might be opportunities to take the assessment again later, or they could be assigned to other positions.”

Take herself, for example. 

Now she had to continue working hard with the newcomers of this batch.

Jin Zhiran: “You came in the first half of the year, and now it’s only the end of November. The content of the bureau’s assessment shouldn’t have changed much.”

He said this partly as speculation and partly as self-comfort.

Qin Linge shook her head: “Not necessarily. I heard from previous colleagues that sometimes the HR department quietly adjusts the assessment content to give future employees a little surprise.”

Jin Zhiran: “….”

I don’t believe that’s a real surprise.

Previously, when Qin Linge went to Azalea Street, she asked a somewhat familiar employee about the assessment process this time. 

The other person smiled sweetly at the time, not only did not criticize Qin Linge for trying to find loopholes, but also told her in a very gentle voice that the assessment content had been confirmed to be adjusted to a certain extent.

According to the other person, if Qin Linge performed the same as last time, she would definitely become a regular employee of the management bureau.

Qin Linge comforted: “Just do your best. If it really doesn’t work out, there’s still a chance in the first half of next year.”

Jin Zhiran couldn’t help but let out a wail, lying down on the dining table, only to be pulled up by Fang Jialing.

Xu Dengming didn’t get much involved in the others’ conversations throughout. 

As someone who had already discovered the hidden secrets of this world, she didn’t think that the management bureau’s continuous planning of new residential areas was just for making money. 

Like the Nest Park instance, the exit area for survivors has been blocked off, and residents around the instance will also gradually move out under the arrangement of the management bureau. 

As for the houses left behind, it’s unlikely that new tenants will fill them in a short time.

When Xu Dengming was halfway through dinner, someone else walked into the restaurant.

This time it was Lin Yunhui, whom she had met several times before.

Lin Yunhui spotted Xu Dengming almost at first glance and waved at her happily. 

The other young people noticed that the two knew each other and brought a chair for Lin Yunhui, inviting her to join the meal.

After a brief chat, Xu Dengming learned that Lin Yunhui had arrived yesterday and was currently staying in room 319.

Fang Jialing asked: “Which school are you from?”

Lin Yunhui replied: “Triangle Banyan City Academy of Fine Arts. Our school is not far from Azalea Street, so it’s very convenient to come here.”

Fang Jialing was somewhat surprised. 

He guessed that the other party might not be from E University, but he didn’t expect Lin Yunhui’s major:

“Since you’re studying art, why did you come to the management bureau?”

Lin Yunhui smiled sheepishly: 

“It’s not easy to find a job now. At least the management bureau is stable enough.”

After her words fell, the others also showed expressions of agreement, clearly not optimistic about the recent job market.

Many of them, although not yet officially graduated, had already experienced the harshness of the job market and understood the importance of being flexible.

The dim yellow twilight outside the window gradually gave way to darkness, and the sound of the wind grew sharper. 

The dining hall began to fill up as people trickled in, occupying most of the remaining seats.

Most of these interns were young people around the same age as Xu Dengming, their faces brimming with the excitement of entering the workforce. 

They chatted loudly with each other, clearly filled with curiosity about their future lives.

Xu Dengming poked at the boiled egg on her plate. 

As someone with extensive experience in part-time jobs, she was evidently more interested in the upcoming break.

By seven o’clock, everyone had almost finished eating. 

Seeing the dining hall becoming increasingly crowded, they didn’t want to hog the seats unnecessarily, so they picked up their trays and left together.

From the kitchen, separated from the dining hall by just a wall, the continuous hum of machinery could be heard. 


Since the kitchen window was open, passing diners could see inside the kitchen was filled with cold, mechanical arms at work. 

The main workers here were the outdated Type 2 cooking robots, which significantly reduced the need for human labor. 

At the moment, there was only one human bustling around amidst the machines.
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In the kitchen, the human wearing a hat and mask had strikingly youthful eyes beneath her bangs. 

She inadvertently glanced up and immediately spotted Qin Linge walking beside Xu Dengming. 

Her gaze shifted away almost instantly, the movement so abrupt it seemed deliberate as if she didn’t want Qin Linge to notice her.

Not just Xu Dengming noticed this; the others caught it too. 

After walking a few steps, Jin Zhiran finally asked, “Sister Qin, do you know that chef inside?”

Qin Linge paused before answering quietly, “She was an intern in my batch. She didn’t pass the probation assessment due to low scores. I didn’t expect her to be assigned to the residential building.”

A heavy silence fell over the group at her words. 

While they knew unsuccessful interns might be reassigned, the variety of positions still surprised them.

Fang Jialing remarked dryly, “Being a chef isn’t bad at least it’s stable.”

Xu Dengming pondered too. 

The Management Bureau clearly considered each person’s abilities when assigning posts. 

Given her disastrous cooking skills, her options seemed limited if she failed probation.

Jin Zhiran ventured, “About those assessment scores you mentioned…”

Qin Linge explained, “Based on past experience, someone evaluates our performance during probation. But the evaluators and criteria are usually undisclosed.”

Jin Zhiran sighed.

Fang Jialing frowned, his earlier enthusiasm for after-dinner gatherings gone. 

At the stairwell, he waved lazily in farewell. 

Dong Shaodan, who also lived on the fourth floor, nodded politely. 

“See you tomorrow.”

The third to break away was Xu Dengming. 

With an apologetic smile, she said, “I just arrived today and haven’t unpacked yet. I’ll head back first.”

Qin Linge, looking weary, agreed, “Let’s go together. I’d like to turn in early too.” 

She resided in Room 301, close to Xu Dengming. 

Yawning, Jin Zhiran nodded as well.

Only Lin Yunhui lived on the opposite side of the building. 

She seemed to want to say something but ultimately just smiled. 

“Rest well-we might have activities tomorrow.”

As their footsteps faded, the corridor lights flickered faintly with a soft crackle.

Xu Dengming returned to her room. 

Opening the door, she entered the roughly ten-square-meter private space in Room 303, its walls covered in stain-resistant brown wallpaper.

The room felt stark and unfamiliar.

A single bed stood in the center, its bare mattress accompanied by a simple desk. 

A dusty wardrobe leaned against the wall. 

Sleeping directly wasn’t an option—while Xu Dengming wasn’t particular about living conditions, she saw no reason to endure discomfort unnecessarily. 

She wiped the bed down before laying out her bedsheet.

While rinsing the cloth in the bathroom, she passed through common areas several times, noting with surprise that the apartment even had a designated kitchen space.

But perhaps because none of the residents had any intention of cooking for themselves, the kitchen counter appeared spotless, looking as though it had never been used.

The living room of Unit 303 was small, but with only a sofa placed inside, it felt surprisingly spacious. 

Outside the living room was a small balcony meant for enjoying the view.

The balcony wasn’t sealed off, but Xu Dengming had no plans to go out there to explore or clean-thick, dark-green ivy, nearly black, coiled tightly around the iron railings, occupying most of the space.

After considering the difficulty of clearing those plants, she decided to temporarily be a good intern who respected the natural environment.

Once she finished cleaning her own bedroom, Xu Dengming looked at the rag in her hand and decided to tidy up the common areas as well. 

She even found a mop in the bathroom. 

The mop was old, its wooden handle covered in a layer of moss, and the remaining cloth strips on its head were sparse. 

It seemed more suited to be classified as recyclable waste than a cleaning tool.

Xu Dengming planned to ask the dormitory staff tomorrow if she could request a new set of cleaning supplies.

10:00 PM.

Finally done with her tasks, Xu Dengming changed into her pajamas and leaned back comfortably on the bed, scrolling through her phone. 

The wind had been blowing all day, and the air was heavy with humidity. 

She had long suspected it would rain, and sure enough, the rain arrived at night. 

Even inside her room, she could hear the sound of raindrops hitting the vines.

Suddenly, Xu Dengming felt a strong urge to look outside. 

But the outdoor lighting was dim, and the building’s exterior walls were thick with ivy. 

All she could see were water stains gradually forming on the glass.

Like many residents of Sanjiaorong City, Xu Dengming didn’t particularly like the rain. 

After all, whenever it rained, the city’s signal tended to weaken—a quirk that had directly led to a correlation between bad weather and the sleep schedules of university students.

After repeatedly failing to load any webpages, Xu Dengming gave up on pre-sleep entertainment and prepared to go straight to bed. 

She shuffled over in her slippers and turned off the light. 

The sole illumination in Unit 303 instantly vanished, plunging the entire apartment into a thick, inky darkness.

When vision fails, the other senses sharpen.

The sound of wind rustling through leaves became unusually clear in the night. 

The damp breeze seemed to have slowly breached the walls, creeping from outside into the room.

Even though it was late November, the night wind that slipped in was strangely light and gentle. 

It didn’t feel cold at all—instead, it carried an unexpected warmth.

It was almost as if this breeze were the rhythmic breath of a living creature standing right beside Xu Dengming, its warm, soft exhalations brushing against her skin.

“……!”

On the verge of sleep, Xu Dengming was jolted awake by an eerie sensation deep in her chest. 

She bolted upright in bed, instinctively reaching for the bedside lamp-only to grasp empty air. 

A second later, she remembered she was no longer in the Sunflower Apartments. 

She immediately grabbed her phone, intending to use its screen as a light source.

She turned on the screen, and after a brief delay, a pale electronic glow finally lit up, becoming the room’s only faint source of light.

Of course, there was nothing in the room. 

The doors and windows were tightly shut, not letting in even a whisper of wind.

All the strange sensations from moments ago seemed like nothing more than a dream, dissipating the moment she opened her eyes.

Xu Dengming quietly surveyed her surroundings. 

It was her first day here, and she wasn’t yet familiar with the place. 

Now, observing the bedroom in the darkness, she felt an overwhelming sense of unfamiliarity.

Even when faced with familiar things, humans occasionally experience a sense of bewilderment, wondering, What exactly is this? 

Let alone Xu Dengming, who had only just moved into Room 303 today she truly didn’t know her own living space.

Cautiously, she moved toward the door. 

She remembered the bedroom light switch was near the doorway and considered using her phone’s flashlight to locate it. 

But perhaps the light’s range was too limited-she couldn’t spot it immediately.

The room was deathly silent, so quiet it was as if the unknown creature from earlier had deliberately held its breath.

Xu Dengming’s fingers twitched unconsciously as she prepared to activate [Observer’s Eye], intending to determine whether another unknown presence lurked in the room by tracing the threads of fate.

In less than a second, the Level 10 skill activated smoothly. 

But the moment it did, a sharp, buzzing hum exploded in her mind—as if someone had hammered her temples twice with brutal force.

Her vision instantly darkened. 

For a moment, she lost all perception of her surroundings. 

Her body swayed uncontrollably, the light from her phone flickering wildly as she nearly crashed to the floor with a loud thud.

This was beyond Xu Dengming’s expectations [Observer’s Eye] didn’t consume much mental energy, especially when focused on a single target. 

The cost was negligible.

But the world was always full of surprises.

Had she checked her system panel at that moment, she would have seen her mental energy plummet by nearly half the instant she activated the skill.

That she could still maintain basic rationality was only thanks to her recent use of [Riverwater That Cleanses the Gaze], which had expanded her mental sea.

The buzzing, like the frantic fluttering of moth wings, flooded her skull like an inverted tide. 

She wanted to cover her ears or take out her dagger and carve them off entirely, if only to silence the noise.

-When madness becomes unbearable, pain becomes an acceptable suffering.

Xu Dengming took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down as she quickly swallowed a small mental recovery pill.

The buzzing gradually subsided, the tremors in her pupils fading. 

The earlier incident hadn’t been a malfunction of the skill-it was because she had glimpsed too many threads of fate at once.

People carried threads. 

Too many threads formed a net. 

And now, countless dark, mist-like threads of ominous fate had densely filled the entire room.

Xu Dengming had been standing in this net all along, completely unaware.

The threads stretched up from the floor, down from the ceiling, out from the walls-like the arms of water spirits, tangling around her like seaweed, weaving through her brows, her cheeks, the gaps between her fingers.

An unfathomable number of fates flooded her consciousness. 

The veins in her head pulsed, her thoughts grinding to a halt, temporarily unable to interpret anything due to the sheer overload.


Tap.

Just as Xu Dengming tried to forcibly focus his mind to observe the origins of those threads, the bedroom light abruptly turned on without warning.

After adapting to the darkness, the white light was glaringly bright. 

The shadows that had filled the room moments earlier vanished in an instant, leaving the space empty, cold, and silent—as if everything before had been nothing but Xu Dengming’s hallucination.
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The room was unnaturally clean.

The entire space had been thoroughly cleaned that afternoon-not a single speck of dust lingered in the corners, not even the slightest irregularity.

Using her ability wasn’t interrupted by the lighting. 

Xu Dengming hadn’t turned off [Observer’s Eye], yet as she scanned the room, the only thread of fate she could still see was her own.

Leaning against the wall for support, her vision blurred slightly from overusing her skill.

-Ever since awakening her special ability, Xu Dengming hadn’t felt the need to consider getting glasses in a long time.

She eyed the switch by the door, an old-fashioned manual one. 

Sometimes, if not pressed firmly enough, the spring would bounce back.

Everything seemed perfectly reasonable. 

Xu Dengming even suspected that if she shared her experiences omitting the inconvenient details the responses she’d get would be variations of “You should get your head checked.”

Startled awake, she didn’t bother turning off the light. 

Instead, she draped her coat over herself and lay on the bed, resting with her eyes closed, staying alert enough to react at the slightest disturbance. 

It wasn’t until the early hours of the morning that she finally drifted into a fitful sleep.

The next morning, Xu Dengming woke to the sound of rain.

Opening her eyes, she first checked her mental state-though her head still ached, after resting through most of the night, her stats had stabilized at [180/200].

Her phone showed 9:00 AM. 

The iron bars outside the windows were tangled with everlasting ivy, blocking most of the sunlight, leaving the room dimmer than usual.

A sense of gloom and haziness still lingered in the air, as if the dangerous night hadn’t truly passed.

Realizing she had overslept, Xu Dengming quickly got up, washed, and headed straight to the second floor. 

By now, the dining hall was nearly empty among the few people left, only Qin Linge was clearing the table.

She looked at Xu Dengming in surprise. 

“You’re only coming now?”

Xu Dengming offered an apologetic smile. 

“Accidentally slept in.”

Qin Linge reminded her, “The fried eggs are gone, but there’s still some plain congee and side dishes at the serving station. Hurry and eat.” 

Then she added, “I didn’t see you earlier and thought I’d missed you. By the way, there’s a meeting at ten-you got the message, right?”

Xu Dengming hadn’t noticed. 

She opened her phone and, sure enough, an unread text lay peacefully in her inbox.

Strangely, for once, she hadn’t received any spam messages today, and all her group chats remained blessedly silent.

Qin Linge was a considerate companion. 

Though she had been about to leave, noticing Xu Dengming’s distracted state, she waited until the latter finished eating before walking with her to the meeting.

“Your eyes are a little red today,” Qin Linge whispered. 

“Don’t stay up too late from now on. I suspect mental state affects the final evaluation scores.”

Xu Dengming rubbed her temples and sighed. 

“I didn’t rest well last night.”

Qin Linge nodded in understanding.

Their living conditions were decent by Outer District standards, but Xu Dengming had only just moved in—it would take time to adjust. 

Today’s meeting was on the first floor.

Although the internship officially began on December 7th, those who moved into the dormitory early were tacitly agreeing to participate in various activities organized by their future workplace.

The interns were gradually adapting to post-graduation life.

The first-floor rooms showed no signs of renovation, with bare concrete walls. 

The meeting area occupied the building’s original garage space, where chairs had been arranged beforehand. 

Xu Dengming and Qin Linge arrived slightly late, but fortunately, Fang Jialing and others had saved some space beside them.

Lin Yunhui and the rest shifted to make room for two more people, fetching additional chairs. 

After Xu Dengming took her seat, they waited about ten minutes until a girl walked in. 

She moved through the crowd and stood at the podium.

Carrying a document folder, the girl wore an impassive expression. 

Xu Dengming’s gaze lingered on her face-she recognized those eyes. 

Yesterday, while leaving the cafeteria, she had seen this girl busy working in the kitchen. 

Qin Linge clearly recognized her too but quickly masked her surprise, remaining silent.

Now changed out of her chef’s uniform, the girl wasn’t wearing the Bureau’s official attire either, yet carried herself with calm professionalism.

Standing before the interns, she adjusted the microphone and spoke steadily: 

“Welcome to the Bureau. I’m Yu Wu.”

The room erupted in applause.

Yu Wu retrieved documents, first outlining the Bureau’s principles, then emphasizing the generous benefits of working there. 

Finally, she assigned a pre-employment task: forming teams to collaboratively write two essays-one on “Team Spirit,” the other “Details in Daily Life.”

For these exam-seasoned newcomers, such assigned topics posed little challenge.

An intern raised a hand: “Any content requirements for the essays?”

Yu Wu: “None, as long as they’re thematically relevant. No word limits or format restrictions.” 

She added, “Form your teams promptly and register the members with me once decided.”

Recalling their shared meal the previous day, Qin Linge’s group naturally coalesced.

-Still carrying their post-graduation naivety, the interns made decisions without fully considering compatibility, bonding over a single conversation.

Xu Dengming: “If we finalize teams now, what about late arrivals?” 

She thought of Wang Yanxing, currently visiting family in the inner city, wondering whether to send a reminder.

Qin Linge: “They either join existing teams or form new ones-the latter seems fairer to avoid perceptions of inflated scores for latecomers.”

Jin Zhiran had a realization: “Actually, we haven’t seen any new arrivals today.”

They sat in the garage space, hearing only wind and rain outside no other movement.

Dong Shaodan rarely spoke up: “Could it be because of the rain?”

Lin Yunhui chimed in, “Probably right.” 

Then she complained, “If I’d only finished packing today, I’d have postponed the trip. Who’d want to go out in weather like this?”

Staying on the first floor gave people a clearer sense of the outside. 

The cement floor was damp, and with just a turn of his head, Xu Dengming could see the rain outside.

The rain fell in continuous threads from the sky, emitting a sharp, pungent odor-as if someone had mixed a large amount of menthol into the water. 

Breathing it in too much made your throat burn.

It was said that before the Great Catastrophe, rainwater had been transparent, odorless, and tasteless. 

Even if polluted, it was nowhere near as severe as it was now.

In school settings, conditions like these would have been enough to cancel classes.

While Xu Dengming was staring at the rain, Yu Wu was helping everyone register their team information.

There were forty-seven people at the meeting, divided into ten teams. 

Xu Dengming’s group was the largest, with a full six members.

After finishing the registrations, Yu Wu looked at her phone and read out the final requirement word for word: 

“Please hurry. Those who submit their articles within three days will receive extra points in the assessment.”

This was the first time the interns had received a clear answer confirming that their current experiences were related to the final evaluation.

Many craned their necks, trying hard to see what was written on Yu Wu’s phone, but she gave them no chance. 

After reading it, she turned off the screen and began packing up to leave.

One intern stopped her, “Wait, I still have a question.” 

He stood up and asked, “Um, are there any points we should pay attention to during the creative process?”

Yu Wu, who had already started to leave, actually paused at the question and thought for a moment. 

“Pay attention to communication, observation, and…”

Her tone was eerily calm, devoid of emotion, like an electronic voice from a machine: 

“Maintain good relationships with your teammates.”

A damp, cold wind blew into the first floor of the dormitory, and many interns instinctively tightened their clothes.

It was freezing.

After giving the final reminder, Yu Wu left quickly, leaving no additional tasks for the interns. 

Some left immediately to return to their rooms and think about their essays, while others stayed behind to discuss their next steps with their teammates.

Fang Jialing coughed and spoke up, “To be honest, I’m not very good at writing essays.”

Jin Zhiran quickly added, “Me neither, but I can help with errands.”

As someone with years of experience in half-hearted homework, Xu Dengming didn’t think skill was the issue.

 “Let’s all give it a try first. If it really doesn’t work out, we’ll figure it out then.”

Fang Jialing asked Xu Dengming, “How’s your Chinese grade?”

Xu Dengming was silent for a moment before smiling and said: 

“Pretty average.”

Though his choice of words sometimes left a strong impression-usually an irritating one—it had never been a plus in evaluations.

Fang Jialing: “……” 

He fell silent, then turned his pleading gaze to Qin Linge and Lin Yunhui.

Lin Yunhui looked a bit embarrassed. “I went to art school-I’m better at drawing. If the article needs illustrations, I can handle that.”

Qin Linge, the most experienced among them, gave everyone a reassuring smile. 

“Just do your best. There are still other interns…”

“He didn’t come. Even if they do grade us this time, the score won’t carry much weight in the overall assessment.” 

Hearing Qin Linge’s words, the others felt slightly reassured. 

Fang Jialing pondered: “The essay topics are ‘Team Spirit’ and ‘Details in Daily Life,’ right? The first one is relatively straightforward, but the latter… What kind of life should we write about, and what details should we focus on?”

Qin Linge thought for a moment and replied, “Don’t stray too far when writing. It’s best to tie it as closely as possible to our work.”


The group suddenly understood.

Although the Management Bureau had given them the task of describing details in daily life, what they really wanted to know wasn’t how the interns spent their leisure time eating, drinking, and having fun.

Xu Dengming suggested, “So we should write about how we didn’t waste our free time and were always focused on honing our skills, so that after joining the Bureau, we could contribute to the work in better shape?”

Fang Jialing slapped his thigh: “Exactly!”
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Xu Dengming shook her head again: 

“But writing it this way, while the central theme relates to life, it doesn’t connect with the details. Plus, the article needs to be completed through group collaboration. So the topic should be something we all understand.”

Jin Zhiran: “We’ve only known each other for a day or two. What could we possibly all understand…” 

His voice trailed off as he suddenly fell silent, frowning in thought.

Xu Dengming could roughly guess what Jin Zhiran was thinking.

Since they had only known each other for a day or two, the scope of their essay would have to be limited to the time after becoming interns. 

Currently, all the interns who had received the assignment prompt were living in this very building. 

This building would be the subject of their essay.

Dong Shaodan also caught on. 

She tapped the chair with her knuckles, as if emphasizing her point and said: 

“So what we’re supposed to write about is our current life?”

They hadn’t deliberately lowered their voices during the discussion, and some nearby interns overheard their ideas.

One intern instinctively chimed in: “Are you saying the ‘details’ in the prompt are actually hidden in this dormitory building?”

His companion gave him a hard slap on the back, jolting him awake. 

Her expression turned regretful, clearly realizing she shouldn’t have shared her thoughts with outsiders.

Qin Linge stood up and suggested: “The first floor is too cold. Why don’t we go to my place instead?”

Everyone nodded they all understood. 

Sitting down wasn’t the main point; the real purpose was to hold a more private discussion indoors.

Room 301.

Qin Linge was one of the earliest interns to move in, and her living space had the most homely atmosphere.

“No need to change shoes, just sit wherever,” Qin Linge invited her companions in and brewed tea for everyone. 

Her tea set wasn’t a matching set-some were ceramic, others glass-but they all shared the same clean and bright appearance.

In the dormitory, all three-person rooms had the same layout, but each room felt entirely different. 

If Room 303 resembled an unfamiliar cave, then Room 301 already had the warmth of a “home.”

A soft rug lay beneath the coffee table, and the living room curtains had been replaced with beige ones. 

Qin Linge was clearly making a sincere effort to cultivate her living space.

Xu Dengming glanced around but found no items related to attack or defense.

Details could reveal a person’s state of life, Xu Dengming thought. 

Unless Qin Linge had a habit of using teacups as hammers or shields, she probably hadn’t encountered any scientifically unexplainable phenomena.

Once everyone had settled in, Fang Jialing was the first to pick up his cup and take a sip.

Like the others, he also felt the earlier intern’s perspective held some merit.

This essay prompt was most likely hidden in the details of this dormitory building.

Fang Jialing set down his cup and began sharing his thoughts: “The dormitory has eight floors. Even though our group has the most people, we still need to consider how to divide the areas for exploration. So, which floor should we start with?”

Dong Shaodan: “The area we need to explore isn’t that extensive. I checked earlier the fifth floor and above are all sealed off.”

Xu Dengming looked slightly surprised. 

“When was it sealed off? Yesterday when I arrived, the person in charge said we could freely choose rooms from the third to eighth floors.”

Dong Shaodan thought for a moment, then shook her head. 

“Not entirely sure, probably last night.”

Jin Zhiran speculated, “Since no one chose rooms above the fifth floor, the management probably didn’t want to bother maintaining them and just sealed them off.”

Qin Linge added, “That’s not a bad thing. Now, if we really want to explore, we only have three areas to investigate the first, second, and third floors.”

“Among them, the first floor is mostly empty, with many abandoned areas that people rarely visit. The third floor is mainly residential, but the second floor is worth exploring. Besides the dining area, there are plenty of storage rooms nearby.”

Xu Dengming mused, “The second floor…”

Dong Shaodan asked, “Did you think of something?”

Xu Dengming replied, “I actually considered going to the second floor yesterday to see if I could find a decent mop.”

Dong Shaodan: “…”

Qin Linge helpfully shared some practical advice. 

“If you’re looking for a mop, there’s one in the storage room next to the dining area.” 

Whether for clues or maintaining cleanliness, the second floor, with its unique advantages, naturally became their first choice for exploration.

With extra points awarded for submitting reports within three days, the group decided to set off immediately.

Their initial discussion had already leaked, so it was no surprise that when Xu Dengming and the others arrived, they found they weren’t the only ones with this idea.

Many interns had already arrived ahead of them, rummaging through various storage rooms. 

Upon seeing Xu Dengming’s group, they initially showed a hint of wariness, but quickly masked it-some even nodded politely.

Though there was some competition among the interns now, in the near future, they might all be working together in the Bureau. 

There was no need to sour relationships prematurely.

Qin Linge suggested, “How about we split up?”

As the most senior in the group, Qin Linge had a gentle personality and preferred discussing tasks rather than giving orders.

Xu Dengming agreed. 

“Sounds good.”

No one objected, and soon they dispersed to search areas of interest.

This building wasn’t originally designed as a dormitory, and the storage rooms had once served different purposes. 

Xu Dengming noticed that the doors on the second floor still bore old, tarnished plaques, their text so faded it required careful scrutiny to decipher.

The storage room opposite the prep kitchen had been cleared out, furnished simply with a bed-likely for Yu Wu’s use along with spare chef uniforms. 

The door wasn’t fully closed, but none of the interns seemed inclined to investigate further.

Even if they didn’t know Yu Wu was the one who had assigned their tasks today, the dormitory’s chef was still a Bureau employee. 

No one wanted to leave a bad impression before officially joining.

Jin Zhiran stood before a room marked with a metal plaque reading “Long-tailed Pheasant.”

He had chosen this room for a reason while it was slightly farther from the dining area, the door wasn’t locked, as if waiting to be explored.

By the light filtering through the corridor, Jin Zhiran could clearly see the interior structure of the Long-tailed Pheasant Room: the square- shaped storage space was filled with cleaning supplies, occupying about fifteen square meters. 

To the left near the entrance stood a small partitioned area.

Jin Zhiran tried opening the door to the small room and discovered it was actually a very old bathroom.

The bathroom was filled with a damp, musty smell. 

When Jin Zhiran turned the faucet, a thin stream of water trickled out-the plumbing was still functional.

Something about this room made Jin Zhiran deeply uneasy. 

The corridor lighting had never been particularly bright, but here it felt even dimmer.

He turned his head and noticed a light switch on the wall.

Xu Dengming walked leisurely down the hallway with her hands in her pockets. 

She had already checked two storage rooms but found nothing of interest.

She considered using [Precognition] to save time, but when she activated the skill, all she saw was an expanse of white mist.

Her gaze swept across the corridor until a door plate with the silhouette of a black bird caught her attention.

Faded characters on the plate read “Drooping-eared Crow.”

Most rooms near the dining area were named after birds.

For some reason, Xu Dengming felt a flicker of curiosity. 

She pushed open the door to the Drooping-eared Crow Room, where heavy curtains blocked all outside light, plunging the space into near-suffocating darkness.

Click.

She pressed the light switch several times, but the faulty wiring refused to respond, complicating her exploration.

Pursing her lips, Xu Dengming pulled out her phone while stepping cautiously forward.

Clang.

Her foot struck something metallic-objects that had been neatly stacked now scattered across the floor in chaotic disarray.

As her eyes adjusted, she recognized the scattered items: cans of cleaning supplies, previously arranged in a pyramid formation now toppled by her misstep.

The room was filled with an excessive number of such cleaning products, making her wonder if someone had gone overboard during a bulk sale.

Activating her phone’s flashlight, Xu Dengming scanned her surroundings.

A thick layer of dust covered the floor, bearing a single set of fresh footprints leading deeper inside.

Her mind raced only entry prints, no exit. 

Whoever entered before her was still here.

Yet she heard nothing.

If someone remained, why this unnatural silence?

The weak flashlight illuminated only her immediate vicinity as she advanced with caution.

The cramped space simplified her search, though peeling wallpaper and water-damaged walls told of long neglect.

Xu Dengming quickly estimated that the indoor area couldn’t be more than twenty square meters, with a simple layout. 

A single glance was enough to confirm there wasn’t a second person hiding inside.

So where had the previous explorers gone?

The dormitory rooms had windows, but they were all fitted with security bars spaced too closely together. 


Any human explorer before Xu Dengming with normal adult proportions would have found it impossible to squeeze through the gaps.

Xu Dengming lowered her gaze and activated [Observer’s Eye].

Determined not to repeat yesterday’s mistake where she’d lost a significant amount of sanity from glimpsing too many threads of fate at once she started by focusing only on her shoes. 

After a moment, she slowly shifted her gaze, carefully examining the entire space.
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The Droop-Eared Crow Room was eerily quiet. 

Xu Dengming saw no threads of fate other than her own three.

She stood in the dimly lit room for a long while before her dark eyes finally shifted slightly.

The floor inside the room was covered with an old but dust-absorbent rug, where the fresh footprints vanished upon entry.

Neatly stacked on the rug were pyramids of cleaning supplies, each can still perfectly in place. 

A thin layer of dust coated their surfaces. 

Judging by the arrangement, if a fight had broken out earlier, the cans would have been scattered everywhere.

But if nothing had happened, where had the person who entered gone?

Arms crossed, Xu Dengming considered a possibility-could these footprints be the subject of the essay prompt?

The thought made her sigh inwardly. 

She was clearly slipping into work mode, interpreting every detail as part of the assessment.

Near the entrance, to the left, was a small washroom.

With a “since I’m already here” mindset, Xu Dengming decisively stepped inside to investigate.

The harsh light from her phone dispelled some of the washroom’s oppressive darkness. 

Her gaze swept over the aged fixtures, but she found nothing.

The washroom was colder than the outside, its damp chill clinging to her like a net.

She rubbed her arms, feeling goosebumps rise on her skin.

Just then, her phone-doubling as a flashlight-vibrated twice. 

The Droop-Eared Crow Room was the third storage area she had checked, and her slow pace had brought her to noon.

Earlier, they had agreed to regroup at the dining area by midday to share findings, regardless of discoveries.

Exiting the room, Xu Dengming retraced her steps. 

From a distance, she heard heated arguing outside the dining area.

Two teams blocked the entrance. 

A young man in a black T-shirt pointed angrily at his accuser, shouting, “If you didn’t steal our teammate’s notebook, how did it end up in your hands?”

The accused flushed red, defending himself, “I picked it up when I saw it! I thought it was a clue left by the Bureau!”

The black-shirted man scoffed in disbelief.

The accused intern took a deep breath, suppressing his temper. 

“I have a bag if I stole it, why would I carry it openly?”

Abystander hesitantly interjected, “If you found it, where exactly was it?”

The intern gestured down the hallway. 

“In the sixth storage room, on a cabinet near the door. There was a pen next to it.” 

He added, “At first, I thought the notebook might contain the essay prompt, so I took it out to check.”

Everyone followed the intern’s directions to search the indicated room and indeed found a pen on the cabinet. 

The black T-shirt guy who arrived later confirmed it belonged to his companion.

At first glance, it seemed like his companion had simply forgotten the pen while exploring.

But the black T-shirt guy disagreed. 

“Old Zhou has a great memory-he wouldn’t just leave his things behind.”

Standing nearby, Dong Shaodan suddenly spoke up, her voice tense. 

“If I were you, I’d pray that he really did just forget it.”

Her rare interjection made the black T-shirt guy’s expression darken. 

“Are you saying something might’ve happened to Old Zhou?” 

He shook his head forcefully, as if trying to convince himself. 

“This dorm is full of interns-what could possibly happen to him?”

The conversation thickened the already uneasy atmosphere in the hallway.

Another intern chimed in, trying to lighten the mood. 

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Maybe Old Zhou had a sudden stomachache and rushed to the bathroom without grabbing his stuff. If we wait, he’ll probably show up soon.”

Hearing this, Xu Dengming checked her phone-it was 12:10.

Lunch in the cafeteria was served from 11:00 to 13:30. 

Xu Dengming sat there, waiting for the situation to resolve itself. 

But by the time lunch service ended, the legendary “Old Zhou” still hadn’t appeared.

At the same time, seven other interns had mysteriously vanished during their explorations.

One or two missing interns could be explained away as getting lost or simply overlooked. 

But eight people disappearing without a trace was enough to unsettle everyone.

In the cafeteria, the food had been cleared away, the tables wiped clean by cleaning bots. 

A large group of interns huddled together, speaking in hushed tones-no one had told them to keep quiet, but they all instinctively lowered their voices.

After learning the task details, teams had initially split off to discuss privately. 

But now, with people missing, the interns had regrouped, seeking safety in numbers.

Being in a crowded place felt reassuring as if sheer numbers could ward off danger.

Qin Linge looked pale, her eyes tense as she shared her findings with her group. 

“After we got back, I never saw Jin Zhiran. Shaodan, Yunhui, and I just searched the nearby storage rooms-still no sign of him.”

Jin Zhiran was one of the eight missing.

Other groups had also lost members. 

The remaining interns in the cafeteria were divided into two camps: one believed the disappearances were part of the Bureau’s test, while the other suspected something had actually gone wrong in the dorm.

So far, the first group was in the majority.

Xu Dengming leaned back in her chair, rubbing her eyes. 

They were starting to feel uncomfortable.

The rain continued to pour outside, the pollution in the acid rain was severe, with harmful substances constantly evaporating. 

Prolonged exposure could cause damage to the human body…

“…I think I want to leave.”

An intern suddenly spoke up, his brows tightly furrowed, looking uneasy and agitated.

His companion didn’t quite catch on, asking blankly, “Where are you going?”

The intern took a deep breath and revealed his plan: 

“I’m going home. Since the notice said the internship officially starts on December 7th, there’s really no need for us to stubbornly stay in the dormitory.”

“…But we’ve already moved in. Wouldn’t it be inappropriate to just leave?”

After hearing his opinion, some voiced objections, some seemed tempted by the idea, while others watched coldly from the sidelines. 

Xu Dengming stood nearby, an inexplicable sense of dissonance rising in her heart.

The dormitory wasn’t locked down by external forces, nor was it a restricted zone, and it was quite close to the management bureau. 

By all accounts, it should be a relatively safe place.

So why would an abnormal incident occur here?

Lin Yunhui moved closer to Xu Dengming and whispered, “Do you want to go back?”

Xu Dengming, who had already terminated her apartment lease before coming, shook her head. 

“Not for now.”

Aside from the cost of staying at a hotel, everything here paled in comparison to what she had recently experienced.

Xu Dengming felt she could tough it out a little longer and asked in return, “What about you?”

Lin Yunhui frowned and replied: “I haven’t decided yet…”

Some were willing to stay, while others absolutely refused to remain in the building any longer.

The intern had already made up his mind and stood up to leave.

Xu Dengming stared at his retreating figure.

If there weren’t so many eyes around that might notice something amiss, Xu Dengming would have liked to stop him—at least to take something from him to use for [premonition] of his fate.

She took a couple of steps toward the intern. 

No one found her actions odd-whether those who supported leaving or those who wanted to stop him, everyone was now gravitating toward the intern.

Surrounded by the crowd, the intern visibly grew tense. 

He took a step back, then roughly pushed aside his companions, snapping impatiently, “Don’t crowd me!”

His companion called out in confusion, trying to stop him at least to discuss plans, but the intern forcefully shoved through the crowd and dashed downstairs.

Xu Dengming noticed the intern had brought an umbrella-judging by its style and condition, it seemed to have been scavenged from the storage room.

The intern quickly reached the first floor.

The rain was still falling. 

Before rushing out of the dormitory, the intern threw on a dark blue hooded jacket for extra protection against the rain.

Like many others, Xu Dengming followed him out of the dining hall. 

On her way out, she casually grabbed a broom from the corner— whether to clean up after someone or to hit someone, it wasn’t clear.

With so many people rushing downstairs at once, their progress was slowed. 

By the time the crowd reached the first floor, the intern had already impatiently stepped out of the dormitory doors.

The sky was murky and overcast, as if the entire world was shrouded in the dense curtain of rain beyond the eaves. 

The incongruously dark blue figure stood out starkly against the environment.

The misty vapor blurred the scene as he struggled to run forward.

At that moment, under the watchful eyes of everyone, the intern’s figure suddenly sank-his lower legs were instantly swallowed halfway by the ground.

Xu Dengming remembered that the area near the entrance was supposed to be solid concrete pavement. 

But perhaps due to the acid rain, the surface had somehow softened like a swamp, severely hindering the intern’s movement.

Now, nearly half of his body had already sunk into the mire, visibly slipping deeper at an alarming rate.

After the initial shock, the intern began thrashing desperately, crying for help as he struggled.

Among those who had followed Xu Dengming downstairs were the intern’s colleagues, who quickly snapped into action, searching for tools to rescue him.

The first-floor lobby was littered with discarded items-old furniture, broken tools, assorted bottles and jars, rotting fabric, and some rusted metal rods of unknown purpose.

But just then, the intern let out a shrill, panicked scream, his voice laced with unmistakable horror, confusion, and terror.
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The intern’s negative emotions directly affected everyone in the lobby, spreading an indescribable sense of dread among them.

Xu Dengming’s gaze froze slightly. 

From her angle, she could clearly see the intern’s transforming silhouette.

That deep blue figure shrouded in rain was “dissolving”-starting from the old umbrella held high, gradually collapsing downward. 

The umbrella fabric melted first, followed by the ribs and handle turning into something resembling pine resin, rolling downward in viscous globs.

This substance flowed onto the intern’s body, enveloping and assimilating him from the head down at visible speed, until he too became a puddle of “wax” pooling on the ground.

Perhaps due to the acid rain, the “wax” disappeared quickly after spreading across the pavement.

The entire dissolution process took less than a minute. 

At first, the intern screamed horribly, but soon his vocal cords melted into the rainwater.

The crowd stood pale-faced, staring transfixed at the scene as if watching some grotesque silent horror show.

They could feel the terror, yet couldn’t look away.

Lin Yunhui’s face turned snow-white, sweat beading on her forehead as she stammered with trembling lips: 

“I…I heard acid rain could corrode animal flesh right after the Great Catastrophe.”

Someone nearby asked urgently: “So he was dissolved by the rain?”

That acid rain could completely corrode a person so quickly was hardly good news, but at least it was an anomaly science could explain. 

Dong Shaodan pressed her lips together, equally pale. 

“I don’t think so. Records show even the Great Catastrophe’s acid rain couldn’t decompose someone this fast.” 

She struggled to maintain composure.

After Dong’s explanation, the lobby’s atmosphere plunged into indescribable oppression.

If a minute earlier some still believed the dormitory’s strangeness was just the Management Bureau’s test for interns, after witnessing a living person vanish in the rain, most survivors found it hard to remain optimistic.

Some sobbed, others desperately called for help but the building’s spotty signal made outside contact impossible no matter what they tried.

One intern’s face suddenly lit up with hope: “We’re not the only ones here! Let’s find staff-they must know how to contact Management!” 

The suggestion gained immediate support.

Seeking staff during emergencies was logical, yet Xu Dengming’s intuition warned things wouldn’t be so simple.

-And based on past experience, she figured assuming the abnormal might prevent greater disappointment.

The newly inspired group sprang into action, displaying remarkable initiative under pressure far more than when searching for essay references earlier.

Though unfamiliar with the building’s layout, every intern had visited reception for keys upon moving in.

The reception desk was fixed in place, and naturally, so were its staff. 

Compared to Yu Wu, whose whereabouts were unknown and who had left no contact information, the receptionist was much easier to find. 

Since the group was already on the first floor, they collectively turned around and headed inward. 

Navigating through the debris-strewn building with a few turns, they effortlessly located the administrator who had processed their paperwork earlier.

Music drifted through the air.

The distance between the reception area and the dormitory entrance wasn’t particularly close, and the surrounding lighting was dim due to the lack of proper illumination-only the reception desk itself was lit.

When the interns arrived, the administrator was still curled up in his overcoat, the dull gray fabric enveloping most of his body, revealing only half of his gaunt, aged face.

The old-fashioned radio remained by his side.

Outdated music crackled intermittently from the speaker. 

The melody itself was meant to be soft and soothing, but the constant skips made it sound jarring instead.

Xu Dengming had little knowledge of music and couldn’t identify the tune, only that it wasn’t particularly pleasant to the ear.

She studied the administrator. 

Just a day had passed, yet he seemed to have aged significantly.

Perhaps the monotony of his job was a torment to both mind and spirit.

Some of the more impatient interns rushed into the reception area without waiting for permission, while others lingered outside, observing.

With the poor lighting and most interns dressed in dark brown or black coats, a thought suddenly struck Xu Dengming—from the administrator’s perspective, it might seem as though he were surrounded by a crowd of shadowy figures.

Some of them seemed to understand.

Qin Linge, the most senior among them, stepped forward and relayed their situation: 

“We just discovered someone has gone missing, and another person chose to leave the building-only to be caught in the acid rain outside. The signal here has been terrible. How do we contact the management bureau now?”

The administrator gave no reaction to Qin Linge’s question. 

The dark overcoat remained curled in the rocking chair, creaking faintly in rhythm with the music.

Qin Linge repeated herself, but silence was the only response.

The crowd grew restless. 

Someone, unable to hold back, lunged forward and grabbed the administrator by the collar, ready to challenge his indifference.

A calmer intern tried to intervene, but the impulsive one reacted faster than anyone could stop him-letting go and stumbling back in shock a mere second later.

No one knew what the intern had touched, but everyone clearly saw what happened next.

With that single tug, the administrator’s overcoat-along with the hood-sloughed off his body like a layer of dust and grime, collapsing to the ground with a soft thud.

What followed was the shedding of the human skin draped over a white skeleton.

The overcoat had been his clothing. 

The skin had been another.

Stripped of all concealment, the administrator now faced the surrounding crowd in an unsettlingly exposed state.

With inexplicable events piling up and nerves already stretched to the limit, the interns erupted into screams. 

Driven by terror, they scattered in panic. 

In the chaos, someone collided with the reception desk.

A spark flashed at the junction, and the broadcast system fell silent.

The white skeletal remains of the administrator slowly rose to its feet, its hollow eye sockets turning toward the survivors. 

Though it lacked eyeballs, Xu Dengming could sense a cold, scrutinizing gaze emanating from it.

Negative emotions gathered like storm clouds in the air, growing thicker and heavier, pressing down until it was almost suffocating. 

Some of the interns, fleeing in panic, stumbled and fell to the ground. 

Trembling uncontrollably, their rational minds screamed at them to escape, but their legs had turned to jelly, leaving them unable to stand back up.

The interns’ overly obvious reactions made Xu Dengming realize one thing this administrator, like many dungeon entities, seemed capable of eroding human sanity.

With a total mental resilience of 200, Xu Dengming had a higher resistance to madness than ordinary people and hadn’t lost her ability to move despite facing the monster head-on. 

She had hidden herself early on, clutching a broom she’d taken from the cafeteria.

The long handle of this cleaning tool was made of stainless steel-with a little modification, it could serve as a makeshift staff.

As the skeletal administrator began to move, Xu Dengming waited until it drew near before suddenly leaping out, swinging the steel rod with all her might toward the creature’s back.

BANG!

The rod struck the skeleton’s spine, producing a continuous, reverberating hum. 

The force of the blow was so strong that Xu Dengming nearly lost her balance from the recoil, yet the administrator merely swayed slightly, as if completely unfazed by the ambush.

As someone whose supernatural abilities leaned heavily toward support, combat and defense-oriented monsters were her natural counters.

Xu Dengming still had an old pipe in her backpack, but with so many people around, it wasn’t the right time to pull it out. 

Besides, without considering additional effects, the old pipe and the steel rod likely dealt similar damage yet this bizarre entity clearly possessed noteworthy physical resistance.

With her first strike ineffective, Xu Dengming immediately retreated. 

Though the skeletal administrator hadn’t taken much damage, her actions had drawn its attention, and it now turned toward her, marking her as its next target.

Forced into the role of drawing aggro, a strange vision flashed before Xu Dengming’s eyes she saw the administrator’s skeletal fingers lash out from the right, tearing through her arm. 

Blood sprayed from the wound, drenching half her body in crimson.

Her passive skill, [Premonition], had activated.

Forewarned of this unfortunate fate, Xu Dengming pushed off with her legs, twisting her body with all her strength to dodge left. 

A split second later, the administrator’s skeletal fingers grazed past her, so close they severed several strands of her hair, scattering them like dust in the air.

The administrator showed no signs of stopping its assault despite this momentary miss, though its movements were stiff and awkward, likely due to the lack of muscles. 

Guided by [Premonition], Xu Dengming didn’t hesitate-she dropped low, rolling across the ground while swinging the steel rod forward to block the administrator’s next strike.

A dull thud echoed as the sturdy steel rod shattered on impact. 

Darkness swam before Xu Dengming’s eyes-it felt as though she’d been struck by a sledgehammer.

Her chest took the impact as her body suddenly left the ground, swiftly moving backward an all-too-rare experience of being violently knocked away.

Xu Dengming only flew a few steps before landing. 

She could feel a dull, throbbing pain in her chest, and a metallic, coppery taste kept rising in her throat-clear signs of internal bleeding.

The administrator made several attempts to grab her but failed each time, even allowing her to put distance between them. 

Perhaps deeming the effort not worth it, it abruptly halted its pursuit and shifted its target.

It turned around again, moving forward with stiff but rapid strides.

This time, unimpeded by any awakened abilities, the administrator successfully caught the reckless intern who had accidentally torn its coat away.

Clutching her chest as she struggled to her feet, Xu Dengming saw something she had never witnessed before in her life—a skeletal face, hollow and featureless, yet unmistakably radiating cruelty.

 
 
  Chapter 49: Attract Attention






A sharp “rip” tore through the air, the sound of leather splitting crisp and jarring, echoing through the shadowed expanse of the first floor.

The administrator, fresh from a harrowing chase, had returned to the reception desk. 

Now, with eerie patience, it peeled away human skin, as though preparing to don a new coat. 

Seven interns, still clinging to their ragged breaths, huddled behind a pile of discarded furniture. 

Among them was Xu Dengming, who suspected her ribs might be fractured, each shallow inhale a stab of pain.

Her teammates, Dong Shaodan and Fang Jialing, were there too. 

Dong had briefly checked Xu’s injuries, but the circumstances offered no chance for proper treatment. 

Faced with an administrator wielding a grotesque skill for crafting, none of the seven dared linger on the first floor. 

Yet, the only staircase to the second floor lay beyond the reception desk. 

In the earlier chaos, the interns had scattered, and those unlucky enough to flee in the wrong direction now found themselves trapped deep in the hall, cornered by the monster.

Xu Dengming’s thoughts drifted to the trajectory of her life. 

Stepping outside meant melting in the corrosive rain. 

Reaching the second floor required passing the reception desk. 

Both paths carried a lethal risk, with no guarantee of survival.

Dong Shaodan steadied Xu, who sat slumped on the floor, preventing her from collapsing entirely. 

Though not one for words, Dong’s calm and rational demeanor stood out among their makeshift group, hinting at past encounters with the inexplicable.

Xu Dengming, seizing a moment of rest, activated her [Eye of Observation] to study Dong. 

The lines tracing Dong’s near-future fate had darkened to an ominous black. 

Xu tried to probe deeper, but her vision blurred, her ability faltering. 

Reading an ordinary person’s fate was usually within Xu’s grasp, but Dong’s destiny seemed entangled with the administrator at the reception desk—a being steeped in mysterious forces that muddled Xu’s foresight.

Dong’s face was taut, her fists clenched unconsciously, betraying her tension. 

The other five interns fared worse, their mental states fraying. 

Even Xu, after glimpsing the administrator’s true form, felt her sanity waver.

The interns, fragile as glass, shivered in their hiding spot. 

One stared blankly, teetering on the edge of collapse. 

Another, overwhelmed by the oppressive dread, nearly let out a scream, only to be silenced by Dong’s swift fist, which snapped them back to a semblance of clarity.

The danger hadn’t yet come for them, but safety was a fleeting illusion. 

Even if the administrator ceased its attacks, the relentless erosion of their mental fortitude would eventually drive them to madness.

Xu stared at her hand, where a split at the base of her thumb—sustained in the earlier skirmish—had mercifully stopped bleeding. 

What could she do to escape this nightmare?

Her trump card, [Box of Fate (Anomaly)], consumed too much mental energy and risked exposing her vulnerabilities, its effects fleeting. 

Unless absolutely necessary, Xu was loath to use it.

At the reception desk, the administrator continued crafting its coat with unsettling focus, showing no immediate intent to resume the hunt.

Yet Xu sensed a shift. 

Once clad in its new garb, the administrator would shed its benign facade. 

Though she couldn’t discern the specifics of their fates, she could see their colors—deep, suffocating black, a hue that signaled a plunge into despair. 

If they couldn’t break this stalemate, Xu estimated their chances of survival at less than five percent. 

Death loomed so close that even a farewell note would be scribbled in haste, its words clumsy and unfinished.

The administrator was nearly done with its gruesome task. 

The first floor’s survivors stood on the brink of a monstrous pursuit.

Xu’s mind raced. 

Once the administrator cleared the first floor, would it ascend to the second, hunting the others? 

The presence of such a creature at the reception desk made her question whether the Bureau intended to offer them a job—or a death certificate.

By her estimate, the administrator’s skinning was ninety percent complete. 

A metallic tang of blood hung in the damp air. 

The body of a reckless intern lay sprawled on the floor, its skin stripped away, revealing muscles and veins in a grotesque, pale pinkish-white unlike any normal corpse.

Oddly, the body bled little for a healthy young man, its form unnaturally shriveled.

Meanwhile, the administrator—a skeletal figure—moved with increasing fluidity as it worked, as though siphoning vitality from its victims.

In their corner, another survivor, Fang Jialing, was injured like Xu. 

During their escape, he’d fallen, his right leg gashed deeply by a rusted iron bar. 

Blood still seeped from the wound, his face ashen.

Dong had tried to staunch the bleeding with a makeshift tourniquet, but it was barely effective.

Before joining the Bureau, none had imagined emergency medical skills would become essential.

Fear cracked Fang Jialing’s silence. 

“Are we… are we about to die?” His voice trembled with panic.

No one answered. 

The others avoided the obvious truth.

Xu remained silent, her eyes dim in the faint light.

If she were to judge, Fang’s guess aligned with the trajectory of their fates. 

But before meeting her end, Xu was determined to find a way to defy it, to slip once more from death’s grasp.

In truth, until the interns sought help, the administrator hadn’t shown overt hostility. 

Had they not approached, it might have remained at the desk, playing the harmless keykeeper.

Unassuming. 

Inoffensive.

What had triggered its change?

Xu closed her eyes briefly, then whispered, “I have an idea. It’s rough, but it’s something.”

Dong’s expression flickered. 

“You’ve noticed something?”

Xu nodded and replied, “Maybe. I’m not sure if it’s solid, but the administrator’s aggression might be tied to the radio.”

An intern protested and said, “Wait, didn’t it start killing after its skin was torn off?”

Xu shook her head. 

“The skin it wore before was already decaying, barely clinging to its frame. It didn’t attack us then, despite being free to do so.”

The coat and sagging skin had draped over its skeletal form like mud and dust, easily shaken off. 

Xu doubted the administrator lacked the strength to break free.

Another intern ventured, “Could it be because we told it something was wrong in the dorms? Maybe that triggered its change?”

Xu paused, then gave a faint smile. 

“Possible. But if that’s true, we’d have to brace for its attacks head-on.”

The intern who’d spoken paled and fell silent.

Dong, still composed, said, “So, if the radio is the key…”

Xu continued, “When I went for the keys, music was playing at the desk. When we sought help, it was still playing. Unless the administrator has a peculiar taste for melodies, I think the sound might be soothing it. We could try restarting the radio.” 

She added, “I don’t know if I’m right, but I hope I am.”

She didn’t mention the consequences of failure. 

The others could imagine those well enough.

An intern pointed out, “But the administrator’s always at the desk. We can’t get to the radio.”

Xu replied, “Since it’s my idea, I’ll draw it away.” 

Then she told to Dong, “As for the radio—”

“I’ll handle it,” Dong interjected. 

“My background’s in mechanics. I’m suited for this.”

With lives on the line, the others pledged to help however they could.

Xu gave Dong a long look. 

She wasn’t sure of the radio’s condition. 

A loose plug might be an easy fix, but a fried circuit would be nearly impossible to repair.

Yet Dong’s tone carried a quiet confidence, as if she knew her way around broken machines.

At the reception desk, the skeletal administrator, now 95 percent done with its skinning, worked with chilling precision. 

Only the feet remained.

It was nearly ready to wear its new coat.

Behind their makeshift barricade, Xu rose quietly and addressed her companions. 

“When I lure it from the desk, move in.”

Her courage stemmed from [Intuition], a passive skill she hoped would guide her now.

With Xu taking on the most perilous task, the others nodded in agreement, no objections raised.

She moved lightly, slipping from their hiding spot like a wraith, blending into the dim surroundings.

The first-floor hall was littered with rusted iron bars and moldy furniture, relics so ingrained they barely registered to passersby.


Now, in the damp air, the rust seemed to deepen.

A faint “scrape” sounded. 

The administrator paused, its fleshless skull tilting toward the noise.

It had heard the shift of an iron bar.



 
  
    Chapter 50: Repair Completed






In the blink of an eye, before the administrator could react, a dark shadow sliced through the air like a hurled javelin, striking with lethal precision. 

It embedded itself in the creature’s skull with a sickening crunch. 

The administrator raised a bony hand, wrenching the object free—a rusted iron rod, its surface pitted with decay.

Xu Dengming, the one who’d thrown it, didn’t pause to admire her handiwork. 

The monster’s strength was overwhelming, and she knew better than to waste a single second. 

She darted along her planned escape route, dodging with desperate agility.

The air, sharp with a stinging reek, flooded her lungs as she ran. 

Her chest felt like it might burst, each breath a struggle against the burning strain of exertion.

In mere seconds, a violent gust of wind closed in from behind. 

Her passive skill, [Intuition], faithfully warned her of the iron rod’s return trajectory—three seconds until it would pierce her heart. 

Xu Dengming dropped low, rolling to the side to evade the attack from behind.

The rusted rod grazed her cheek, whistling past before embedding itself deep in the ground.

This chase was different from the last. 

Fresh from shedding its human skin, the administrator moved nearly fifty percent faster, its motions now eerily fluid. 

The only thing keeping it from overtaking Xu Dengming was the cluttered floor, strewn with debris that hindered both predator and prey.

A deafening “crash” echoed behind her. 

Xu Dengming veered sharply, changing direction. 

Unlike her, a non-combatant human forced to jump and slide from the  obstacles, the administrator simply smashed through them.

It obliterated an old wooden cabinet in its path, sending splinters flying like rain. 

Some struck Xu Dengming’s back, sharp and unforgiving.

Injuries were inevitable. 

Though [Intuition] helped her dodge lethal threats, her stamina and reflexes couldn’t always keep up with its warnings. 

Pain seared across her back, hot and relentless.

From the moment she’d thrown the rod to the first hit she took, only thirty seconds had passed.

At the spot where Xu Dengming had been dodging, Dong Shaodan had already leaped into action, sprinting toward the reception desk. 

Her heart pounded from exertion and dread, her palms clammy with sweat. 

She saw the administrator’s movements—Xu Dengming’s time was running out. 

One misstep, and the skeletal creature’s wrath would claim her.

“JAJAJAJA…”

Dong Shaodan wasn’t the only one fleeing. 

The chaotic clatter of interns’ footsteps reverberated through the empty first-floor hall, growing fainter as they scattered, their sounds fading into the distance.

Dong Shaodan, now at the reception desk, turned her head in shock, her gaze freezing for a moment.

She was among the first to reach the desk but now found herself one of the last three remaining. 

The backs of her temporary allies vanished up the staircase, some moving with ruthless speed, their resolve unshaken, while others hesitated, torn between helping and fleeing. 

The temptation to escape the first floor was overwhelming, especially as their mental states frayed under the relentless pressure. 

Instinct often won out.

Dong Shaodan’s lips tightened, a flicker of struggle passing through her eyes.

“Clang!”

In the distance, another wooden cabinet was sent flying from a pile of debris. 

Xu Dengming rolled across the floor, her body streaked with dirt, her clothes torn, blood seeping from her wounds.

After just a few exchanges, she was already battered, her endurance nearing its limit.

The skeletal administrator’s fleshless face twisted into something disturbingly akin to rage as Xu Dengming slipped away yet again. 

It had come so close to seizing its prey multiple times, only for her to evade with an uncanny awareness, as if eyes watched from the back of her head. 

Her escape routes grew ever more cunning.

Realizing the administrator’s strength surpassed her expectations, Xu Dengming began choosing larger, heavier objects as cover, forcing it to expend effort to clear its path.

The distance between Administrator and Xu Dengming shrank, then widened, then shrank again in a relentless dance.

From the reception desk’s doorway, Dong Shaodan tore her gaze from the staircase. 

She took a deep breath and turned to the radio.

One glance confirmed her suspicions: the earlier chaos had not only loosened the plug but fried the internal wiring.

Without tools, repairing it would take five or six minutes—far too long. 

The administrator could clear the first floor and don its favored human skin at leisure in that time.

If knowledge couldn’t solve this, Dong Shaodan had only one option left.

Her hand trembled as she placed it gently on the radio.

An invisible force flowed from her touch into the device. 

With a faint “sizzle”, the internal circuits stirred, as if infused with life. 

They writhed like tangled worms, stretching and mending themselves.

At the 63rd second of Xu Dengming’s distraction, the radio was repaired.

When power returned, a soft, flowing melody drifted from the reception desk.

Dong Shaodan released the radio, slumping against the wall, her legs trembling as if unable to bear her weight any longer.

She looked terrible—pale, her gaze unfocused. 

Had Xu Dengming seen certain Special Affairs Bureau files, she’d recognize the signs of ability overexertion.

As Dong Shaodan began to slide to the floor, a hand caught her arm.

It was Xu Dengming, looking no better. 

Her once-clean jacket was stained with blood, her mobility owed entirely to a basic healing agent.

Her voice was low but firm. 

“We leave together.”

The hypothesis, unproven until now, was confirmed: as the music played, the skeletal administrator slowed, its movements rusty and uncertain. 

It stood motionless for a moment, then shuffled back toward the reception desk.

Its human skin was ruined, but it retrieved its coat, draping it over its frame once more.

Before it returned, Xu Dengming had already helped Dong Shaodan away, also pulling along Fang Jialing, who’d been stranded with a leg injury.

Xu Dengming glanced back. 

For a fleeting moment, she considered attacking the administrator outright, but with no evidence to confirm whether the music’s calming effect extended to “never striking back,” she held off.

The three were the last interns to leave the first floor. 

Abandoning comrades likely doomed to die was immoral, yet it was a choice many made in the face of such terror.

***

Zhao Yuni was an ordinary resident of the outer city, fortunate enough to land a job offer from the Administration. 

Four days ago, he’d moved into the designated dorms for new hires.

He often daydreamed about his career prospects, but today, those hopes had vanished. 

As he fled toward the second floor, his mind held only the raw fear of death.

Zhao Yuni ran faster than he ever had in his life, but as he neared a corner, his right foot slipped. 

His body pitched forward, and he crashed to the ground, his elbow slamming into a step. 

Pain blackened his vision, and the chaotic stampede of footsteps roared past. 

Other interns raced by, none stopping, one even stepping on his hand in their haste.

Fear eroded reason, and the mental corrosion stripped away human restraint.

When Zhao Yuni finally dragged himself up, the other interns were gone.

He stared at his hand, swollen and red from being trampled, each movement sending sharp pain through him.

His finger bones were twisted—broken, perhaps?

He tried moving them, wincing not just at the pain but at the greasy sensation on his fingertips, like unwashed hands after a meal.

He stood frozen for two seconds, then looked down at the floor. 

Only then did he realize his fall wasn’t due to reckless speed.

A layer of grease coated the stair corner, likely spilled from the second floor, now dried and visible only at certain angles.

Zhao Yuni sniffed the air, catching a faint, meaty aroma.

The colleague lost in the rain, the administrator shedding its skin—these were warnings not to assume the second floor was safe.

But turning back wasn’t an option.

Upward lay unknown dangers; downward, certain doom.

Zhao Yuni took a tentative step toward the unknown.

In the silence, he crept onto the second floor. 

He’d intended to head straight for the third-floor dorms, but at the corner, he couldn’t resist glancing down the hallway.

It wasn’t mealtime, yet the preparation room’s door—usually locked tight—was slightly ajar.

A strange, meaty scent wafted out.


He tried to look away but found himself drawn to the gap.

Fifteen minutes earlier, Qin Lingge had rushed back to the second floor with the crowd, his mind still reeling.

Terror and a strange exhilaration pulsed through the group.

A cold breeze swept the hallway, and Qin Lingge sneezed twice in quick succession.
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A torrent of thoughts swirled through Qin Linge’s mind, each one clawing for attention. 

Was she safe? 

Were her companions safe? 

And what in heaven’s name had they just stumbled into?  

The terror of that moment clung to her like a shadow, unshakable. 

She’d fled the horrific scene, yet the image from the first-floor lobby burned behind her eyes—a grotesque vision she couldn’t unsee. 

Beneath the administrator’s drab coat, a skeletal frame had moved, draped in human skin like some macabre costume. 

The thought alone twisted her stomach.  

It was a sight that shattered her understanding of the world, as if reality itself had been torn apart at the seams.  

The calm and safety she’d once taken for granted lay in ruins, fragile as ash, ready to crumble at the slightest touch.  

Her mind was a storm of chaos, emotions spiraling beyond her control. 

Her body moved on instinct, trailing the others to the second floor, but once there, she froze, caught in a fog of indecision. 

Her thoughts refused to settle, leaving her adrift in a sea of uncertainty.  

She lingered in place, the world blurring around her, until a cold realization hit—she’d lost her teammates.  

Xu Dengming, Dong Shaodan, Lin Yunhui, Fang Jialing—they were gone, vanished into the crowd or worse. 

Jin Zhiran had been missing since morning, a fact that gnawed at her. 

Though they weren’t close, the absence of familiar faces left her with a hollow ache, a sense of being utterly alone.  

The monstrous administrator hadn’t followed them to the second floor, and for now, the interns seemed safe. 

Some fled upstairs without a backward glance, seeking the refuge of their rooms. 

Others lingered in the second-floor hall, their faces pale as chalk, eyes darting as they weighed their next move.  

The hum of conversation faded, and the patter of rain outside mingled with the mechanical whir of the kitchen beyond the hall. 

The sounds wove together, deceptively ordinary, lulling the surviving interns into a fleeting illusion of normalcy. 

For some, it stirred thoughts of Yu Wu.  

Unlike the enigmatic administrator, whose face remained a mystery, Yu Wu was a known quantity to many of the senior interns. 

Qin Linge herself had crossed paths with her before, their interactions brief but memorable.  

A question flickered in Qin Linge’s mind, faint and unformed—why had the administration chosen Yu Wu to oversee the dormitory? 

Did she have any grasp of the nightmare unfolding around them?  

In the heavy silence, Qin Linge’s gaze fell on another senior intern standing among the crowd. 

His brows were knit tight, but as she watched, his expression hardened, resolve settling over him like armor.  

“I’m going to check the kitchen,” he declared, his voice cutting through the stillness.  

If the administrator was a distant, untouchable figure, Yu Wu was the opposite—someone they saw often, spoke to, knew. 

She’d always seemed normal enough, if a touch aloof, and she could hold a conversation. 

That made her a beacon of hope in this madness.  

Besides, the dormitory offered no food beyond the second floor, and their meager stash of snacks wouldn’t last. 

The kitchen was a necessity, a destination they couldn’t avoid forever.  

The others wavered, uncertainty etched into their faces, but no one turned away.  

The senior intern strode toward the kitchen, where an unlocked door bore a simple sign: 

“Working. No entry for unauthorized personnel.”  

He pushed it open with a creak.  

Inside was a kitchen frozen in time, its dated fixtures bathed in the cold glow of overhead lights. 

Cooking robots moved with mechanical precision, their motions eerily methodical. 

The sole human presence was Yu Wu, clad in a chef’s uniform, her figure stark against the sterile backdrop.  

She turned at the sound of their entry, her eyes narrowing as the shaken interns spilled into her domain. 

Her displeasure was palpable, a silent reprimand.  

Hands tucked into her pockets, her voice drifted from behind her mask, sharp and cold as the fluorescent lights. 

“Unauthorized people shouldn’t be in the kitchen.”  

A crowd pressed forward, eager to speak with Yu Wu, but Qin Linge was pushed to the edges, unable to break through. 

She settled for hovering at the doorway, craning her neck to peer inside. 

Her eyes caught a sheet of paper taped to the wall, scrawled with work rules and schedules.  

According to the list, Yu Wu’s days began at 4:30 a.m. and didn’t end until 9:00 p.m.  

Even with breaks, it was a grueling routine, a relentless grind.  

The paper’s final lines stood out: one for staff—”To ensure food safety and hygiene, change into clean chef uniforms promptly.”  

And one for outsiders—”To ensure food safety and hygiene, unauthorized personnel are prohibited from entering the kitchen.”  

Qin Linge’s gaze skimmed the words, barely registering their weight.  

At the front, the senior intern was pleading with Yu Wu. 

“There’s a monster out there, like the one at reception. If you don’t get it, just think of it as a danger we can’t handle. The signal here’s terrible; we can’t reach the administration. You run the kitchen—surely you know when food deliveries come? Can you tell us?”  

His words were a jumbled rush, but Yu Wu’s face remained impassive, her tone as frigid as her stare.  

Even if she understood, the interns’ fear and urgency slid off her like water off glass, leaving no mark.  

Clad in her chef’s uniform, she repeated her warning with mechanical precision. 

“Unauthorized people shouldn’t be in the kitchen.” 

Then, as an afterthought, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  

Despair settled over the interns. 

Unlike the hostile administrator, Yu Wu wasn’t aggressive, but she offered no lifeline either.  

She was like a machine, programmed to respond only to specific prompts, indifferent to their plight.  

Emergencies weren’t her concern, and her detachment was a wall they couldn’t breach.  

The senior intern pressed on, undeterred. 

“Who delivers food to the kitchen? Can you at least tell us that?”  

“When we finish our articles, we give them to you, right? Who do you hand them to? How do you contact them?”  

His questions met only silence, Yu Wu’s gaze as unyielding as stone, regarding them as little more than pests buzzing in her kitchen.  

The senior intern licked his dry lips, his voice growing hoarse, barely a whisper now.  

“Hey, you—”  

A companion nudged him sharply, her voice trembling with fear.  

He turned slowly, and in her wide, terrified eyes, he saw a reflection—a face swollen and red, as if every drop of blood in his body had rushed to the surface.  

The face was his own, yet alien, its familiar features distorted by an unnatural hue.  

He blinked sluggishly, unaware of the horror creeping over him. 

His gaze dropped to his hands, now a vivid, unnatural red.  

His companions, too, had turned the same crimson shade.  

It felt oddly unremarkable—they’d come here together, so why wouldn’t they share the same color?  

When the intruders’ voices finally fell silent, Yu Wu turned back to her work without a second glance, sorting ingredients with practiced efficiency.  

Even with robotic assistance, preparing meals for so many was no small task.  

Yu Wu was busy, but content. 

This job—food, lodging, a steady paycheck—was exactly what she’d wanted.  

The administration had given her this role, and alongside kitchen duties, she occasionally handled extra tasks, like assigning work to interns. 

The kitchen was her sanctuary, free from the complexities of colleagues.  

But the world had a way of throwing surprises at her. 

Today, she faced an unexpected chore.  

The kitchen demanded fresh, hygienic food, and with dinner approaching—it was already 3:30 p.m.—Yu Wu needed to clear out the waste cluttering her workspace.  

Why did garbage always find its way here?  

She reached for her cleaning tools, her movements calm and deliberate, and turned to face the writhing red masses on the floor.  

To her, they resembled animal organs—living, pulsing, grotesque.  

Her eyes swept the room, landing on a familiar girl at the doorway, staring in mute horror.  

Their gazes locked for a fleeting moment, and the girl flinched, averting her eyes as if scorched.  

Yu Wu noted that the girl’s feet stayed outside the threshold and said nothing.  

Dinner was nearing, and she had to move quickly.  

At the kitchen’s entrance, Qin Linge stood frozen, staring at the eight interns blocking her path.  

Her mind struggled to reconcile what she saw—could these things still be called human?  

It had started with their skin, then their eyes and hair, until even their clothes had taken on the hue of spoiled meat.  

Now, six human-sized heaps of “liver” lay sprawled before her, grotesque and surreal.  

It all unfolded so naturally, yet her mind was torn in two. 

One part screamed at her to run, to flee this nightmare, while another whispered that this was normal—just kitchen waste, soon to be cleared by the diligent staff. 

There was nothing to fear.  

Qin Linge took a trembling step back, then another.  

She retreated into a nearby storage room, collapsing into a crouch, knees drawn tight to her chest, curling into the corner as if she could disappear.  

The storage room door hung ajar. 

After a time, a rich, meaty aroma drifted from the kitchen, thick and cloying.  

Pots crowded the stove, and Yu Wu moved between them, slightly frantic. 

Steam from a bubbling pot of broth forced the lid askew, and the liquid spilled, trickling across the floor and down the steps.  

The once-clean tiles grew slick with grease, stained by the spreading broth.  

Dong Shaodan and Xu Dengming, exhausted from dragging Fang Jialing to the second floor, leaned against the wall, catching their breath.  

Xu Dengming inhaled deeply, her adrenaline fading, leaving her muscles aching for rest.  

Willpower alone had carried her through the climb, though the three had nearly tumbled down the stairs, their feet slipping on the slick steps.  


Something about it felt off—Xu Dengming hadn’t noticed the stairs being so treacherous on their way down.  

At last, they reached the second-floor hall, a wide, open space connecting the building’s three levels, perfect for keeping watch. 

Xu Dengming straightened, steadied her breathing, and said, “Let’s rest here for a bit before heading to our rooms.”  

The hall felt safe, for now—a fragile reprieve in a world turned upside down.
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