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We exist here, we are the people of the earth, and what we possess is the will of the earth...
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Chapter 1: Prologue
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[Thirty million years ago, at the heart of R'lyeh...

No one remembers what truly happened three centuries ago. A catastrophe caused a rupture in the history of human civilization. Since then, humanity has languished in dire straits, stagnating in its progress. Later generations only know that from that time onward, a fable began circulating among humans: Only the descent of the gods could truly revive human civilization. Yet people always believed the gods came from the starry sky above our heads. They forgot that history, forgot that the true deities originated from the earth beneath our feet...

That was an era of unprecedented flourishing for human civilization. Though technology had not yet matured, all things on Earth coexisted in harmony. The land, the skies, and even the depths of the oceans pulsed with vibrant vitality. Humans did not yet arrogantly claim dominion over Earth; instead, they saw themselves as members of this planet, integral parts of a world teeming with life. It was precisely those beings who should truly be revered as gods that fostered this awareness in humanity. They were the symbols of this planet, the Earthly gods of nature's experiment.

Within the top-secret archives of the Great Library at the heart of R'lyeh, our ancestors recorded that golden age—a time belonging solely to humankind, devoid of extraterrestrial visitors, a peaceful era untouched by slaughter and bloodshed. Within those ancient writings: The Earth God, as timeless as the hills themselves, roamed the vast planet. All who beheld this deity were struck by its indescribable immensity; The "Star God," shining with a silver holy light like the sun, moon, and stars, scattered love across the land, upon all living things; The "God of Hellstorms," symbolizing fire and cunning, dwelled within towering volcanoes. Each time he spread his wings, he unleashed hurricanes, yet upon his return to the depths, volcanic ash blanketed the earth, nurturing fertile soil. And there was the God of Islands, residing at the heart of the ocean, whose courage and wisdom were beyond human comprehension. Compared to the primordial and magnificent power of the gods, all human civilization appears childish and laughable, like ants building nests at the feet of giants, utterly insignificant. The gods rule the world, yet they do not tyrannize it. On the contrary, wherever they go, life flourishes, and they bestow upon humanity inexhaustible resources and precious blessings for survival.

With the advancement of science and technology, humanity has mastered techniques to identify the eras in which organisms lived. Ancient texts record that these deities originated from the primordial earth of hundreds of millions of years ago. The titans, led by the Earth God, mostly hailed from the Cambrian period roughly 400 million years ago. Their longevity is unimaginable, dwarfing even the ancient Chunmu tree, whose lifespan spans eight thousand years as spring and eight thousand years as autumn. Thus, humanity named the most ancient deities "Titans."

It was under the protection of these "Titanic Beasts" that we humans gradually grew.

Until one day...

Humans, lost in desire, would ultimately either plunge into darkness or ascend toward light. Among the Titans too, there existed distinctions of good and evil. The Sun, that radiant source of life, awoke. It transformed into a world-devouring demon, rampaging across the planet. It was humanity's twilight, the prelude to the War of the Gods, the dawn of the "Golden Apocalypse." The Sun erupted in fury—spewing lightning, unleashing hurricanes—as the heavens darkened and creatures howled in terror. The demon from the sky reduced the planet to a barren wasteland. Humanity mustered every resource and weapon, yet could not scratch its surface. The Titans raced across the great roads. The Earth God, revered as the "King of Titans," rose like a towering black hill from the earth, engaging in a battle beyond description against the "Wrath of the Sun." Human words could not capture that colossal clash—only that the heavens shattered, the earth cracked apart, and the sky darkened with gloom. Even the colossal form of the Earth God appeared dwarfed before the sky demon. Their massive heads locked in a fierce bite, their enormous claws and sky-obscuring wings entangled. "Stellar" and "Hellstorm" soon joined the fray, as titans from across the world were shaken by this unprecedented battle. The Earth God unleashed azure flames that consumed all in their path. Under the combined might of the three great deities, the demon finally retreated underground, sealed away at the world's edge by dozens of mighty gods.

Since then, human civilization has faced near-annihilation several times, yet the world emerged more splendid after each catastrophe. The skies of the new era grew bluer, and the creatures upon the earth flourished with renewed vigor. Yet after that battle, humanity never again witnessed the ancient gods of Earth. Legend holds they slumber deep within the planet's core, emerging only when the world faces its gravest peril—to reshape the universe and all within it through another colossal war.

The calamity-ridden human civilization gradually grew and prospered. Slowly, humanity grew dissatisfied with their home planet, setting their sights on a young world light-years away. We forgot the warnings, forgot the existence of planetary will. Every planet, whether primitive or advanced, possesses its own laws of survival. Disturb these laws, and the deities of that world will be enraged. All civilizations will be reduced to ashes.

Perhaps one day, the gods will no longer stand with humanity; perhaps that day is today.

—Julian

[Now...

Anchor 1: Now for today's news.

Anchor 2: The stock market has risen steadily for 60 consecutive trading days, signaling a booming economy!

Anchor 1: People worldwide welcome the 6G era, where Blu-ray movies download in seconds.

Anchor 2: The new generation of bionic robots has officially entered service, enhancing every aspect of our daily lives.

Anchor 1: Global sea levels have risen another centimeter, but...

Simultaneously: So what?】

Clang! The rusted machine before him shut down. A tall, muscular, middle-aged white man with long black hair and a beard sat up, facing the window and gazing at the orange sunrise outside. It was six in the morning. The man named Greg Galloway stood up and stretched his slightly weary body. A sliver of sunlight illuminated the empty room, bringing a faint warmth.

Beyond his room lay hundreds of similar chambers, followed by vast hangars, armories, and training grounds. Beneath it all stretched even greater expanses—commercial districts, residential zones of varying tiers, factories of different grades, schools with diverse configurations... a complex, all-encompassing society. Together, they formed a colossal structure that spanned the heavens, floating above the sky. This was humanity's final home, the last harbor for those wandering lost. This immense sky city bore a sacred name derived from religion: The Lighthouse.
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Chapter 2: Journey Through the Wasteland
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When darkness falls~

May it be~

That we should see the light~

7:00 AM, Upper Deck, Helipad...

Wearing headphones and listening to rock music, Greg Galloway strode purposefully through the main gate. Before him lay a bustling sea of people, a sprawling network of massive transport vehicles, armored trucks, and even aircraft—a relentless flow of steel. This was a highly specialized unit within Lighthouse Society known as the "Search Team," tasked exclusively with securing resources for expeditions beyond the Lighthouse. In this era, where monsters ran rampant across the surface, humanity had no choice but to form this elite armed force. They fought their way through with brute force, bringing back vital supplies.

The massive transport vehicles resembled trains clad in tank armor, their gray-black, muscular forms layered with countless thick steel plates. Beside these behemoths—each with a cab towering 4 meters high and a length nearing 10 meters—lined up numerous streamlined armored vehicles shaped like bullet heads. Though their 6-meter length paled in comparison to the giant transporters, their jet-black exteriors and the array of heavy weaponry mounted externally—including vehicle-mounted cannons and six-barrel machine guns—were equally intimidating.

Among the bustling crowd were many soldiers clad in armor. These were the "Upper Folk" of the aerial city—noble-blooded individuals with superior genetics, engaged in high-precision work. The majority, however, were ragged laborers, mechanical repairmen, and those performing various menial tasks, collectively known as the "Dust Folk." During transport missions, the Upper Folk formed an armed escort to safeguard the shipment and operate the sophisticated equipment, while the Dust Folk handled the physical labor. Unless an emergency arose, they were forbidden from touching the Upper Folk's weapons or any equipment. Violators faced harsh punishment.

Greg chewed gum, nodding to everyone who greeted him. Finally, he located the armed squad under his command. This unit represented the elite of the Lighthouse's armed forces—the ace squad of the search operation. They bore the formidable moniker "The Giants," and Greg was the captain of this star-studded team.

Spotting Greg approach, a group of people leaning drunkenly against vehicles and walls immediately stood up, their eyes fixed on their captain.

Burke [a tall, burly, bald African American man, the team's heavy gunner]: Morning, Chief.

Morris [A lanky, brown-haired white man with a goatee, perpetually gazing at people with two "dead fish eyes"]: Morning, boss.

Dewali [Sniper, a stocky, bearded man just over 1.8 meters tall with a sturdy build]: Morning, boss.

Saito [Deputy Captain]: Good morning, boss.

Greg [glancing over the twenty or so men before him]: Guys, we've got a big job today.

Frank [leaning in]: What kind of job?

Greg [scratching his ear]: The research department just detected radiation signals from a large deposit of rare minerals beneath the ice field, 150 kilometers from here.

Li Yun [one of only two girls in the team, with the appearance of a female swordsman straight out of a martial arts novel]: 150 kilometers? And it's an ice field?

Morris: Damn Siberia...

Saito: Last time the research department said "Hercules One" had passed testing, I thought we'd finally leave this place to explore the oceans.

Greg: Yeah, I begged the General over and over, but it was useless. So this time we're heading deep inland again. And because the route is treacherous and the distance is long, we won't have any backup. [Noticing the team's slightly disappointed expressions] But I think we can handle this. So let's get moving now. We'll depart immediately and return before dark.

All Crew Members: Aye!

[Across the vast Siberian ice fields, a roaring convoy churns up billowing clouds of snow and ice like dust, advancing toward its destination. Eight Tiger All-Terrain Assault Vehicles flanked the Hunter-2 transport at the convoy's center, like fully armed infantry guarding elephants on ancient Southeast Asian battlefields. On the vehicle roof, a soldier clad in a nearly life-sized powered armor held a two-meter-long, pitch-black heavy machine gun. These guns lacked ammunition belts, instead drawing power from battery-like energy sources. Their "bullets" were hydrogen nuclei that collided with antiprotons. When both particles fully converted into energy—manifesting as visible light, or electromagnetic waves within a specific frequency range—they produced devastatingly lethal radiation. In essence, this was an antimatter weapon capable of reducing a person to ash in an instant with a single shot.

Morris [opening his comm to complain]: The roads are so quiet today—no Scythe Beasts in sight.

Burke [via intercom]: Even monsters hate the cold? Damn cold snap.

Frank: Feels like my face's been scraped by a razor.

Morris: Hey, boss, when was the last time we worked somewhere sunny and full of birdsong?

Greg [chewing gum in the car while gazing out the window]: Have we ever been to a place like that?

Saito [driving while reminding Greg beside him]: If you're counting, the Sahara Desert counts as one. Bright sunshine, check. All kinds of chirping monsters flying around, check. Cacti, check.

Greg [almost swallowing his gum]: Cacti in the Sahara? You call those flowers?

Saito: Cacti bloom too, and their flesh is delicious. Didn't you know?

Greg: I'll bet you ten bucks I'll never eat that stuff in my life.

Saito [laughing]: Your loss, boss.

[As the convoy approached a small hill, a voice crackled over the team's radio channel...]

Li Yun: Captain, we're here.

Greg glanced at the slender, tall girl with short black-purple hair nearby and nodded to her.

At the foot of the hill before them lay a cave—just large enough for a Tiger tank to squeeze through, but far too narrow for the colossal Hunter-2. Greg immediately ordered the entire convoy to halt.

Greg: Hunter-2 attention, Hunter-2 attention. Begin deploying laborers now. Crews from the front four vehicles, dismount and clear the path. Bring demolition gear. Rear four vehicles, establish perimeter security immediately.

The massive Hunter-2 ground to a halt, its rumble echoing like a yawning dragon. As soon as it stopped, the reconnaissance team members disembarked from the Tiger tanks and approached the rear of the Hunter-2. They banged heavily on the door, which swung open instantly. Over thirty porters clad in coarse, thick leather coats poured out from each vehicle. Grabbing high-voltage cables and various hammers and picks, they rushed toward the cave.】

Greg: All units, check power armor.

All [simultaneously over the intercom]: All clear.

Greg: Get out.

The search team members leapt from the vehicles and marched toward the cave entrance. Soon, the clamor of bustling activity echoed from within the cavern. Greg and his squad remained at the entrance, surveying the situation while holding hydrogen atom assault rifles—each as large as an old-world heavy machine gun.

Rookie Bell [via radio]: Hope we don't run into any "Ice Bears"...

【A few snorting, derisive laughs echoed through the radio.】

Burke: "Ice Bears"? Mutant Polar Beasts? Haven't seen one in ages. Bigger than those gray snakes from decades back, blue as hell with icicles hanging off 'em, look like frozen sculptures. But don't worry—they're as brittle as ice. [He tapped his rifle.]

Frank [cleaning his machine gun on the roof]: Why'd you even be scared of that thing, rookie? What era are we in? That gun in your hand could take on a hundred of them.

Devari: As easy as eating and drinking, rookie. Whether it's ice bears or ground roars, they're all the same when you've got a gun.

Greg [opening the radio to cut in]: Dewali, I remember your legs went weak the first time you saw an "ice bear." How come you're the one scaring the newbies now?

[Laughter crackles over the radio.]

Devari: Hey, boss, cut me some slack! Besides, that was in Canada. We weren't dealing with "ice bears"—they were stone monsters from the forest...

Greg: What difference does it make?

[The voices in the cave had fallen silent for a while as the search team outside continued digging up dirt and joking around. Suddenly, crackling static filled the walkie-talkie, and everyone outside immediately raised their weapons on alert.]

Morris: Chief, you better come down. Something's up.

Greg [Surveying the room to ensure everyone was at their posts, speaking into the radio]: Roger. [Noticing Saito watching him with a serious expression] We need to go down.

Saito: What's going on?

Greg: Morris says there's a situation. [To the rest of the team, raising his voice] Everyone, stay alert!

Others: Roger!

The cavern was pitch-black, and without the night vision systems in their power armor helmets, the two would have been lost. After descending the tunnel for some distance, the scene ahead gradually opened up. Little by little, the world seemed to expand, as if they had entered a bottomless subterranean realm: a cavern ceiling dozens of meters high, stalactites hanging several meters down from the roof, and a pitted, uneven floor. Dozens of lights mounted along the sides of the passage glowed like insignificant fireflies in the night sky within this pitch-black subterranean realm. No wonder those miners hadn't surfaced after half a day down there, Greg mused.

After walking for a short while, a faint glimmer began flickering before their eyes. The light grew increasingly dazzling, prompting them to quickly shut off their night vision systems. Just then, Morris and the others emerged from somewhere.

Greg: What's going on?

Morris: You have to see this.

Morris led the way. After passing through a small tunnel, they emerged into a vast, seemingly boundless space. The scene before them left both men speechless:

This place was as vast as an underground city, with towering boulders forming the walls and countless oddly shaped stone pillars standing like sculptures. But the most astonishing thing was the treasure within this "underground city." There were mountains of minerals unlike any they'd ever seen—blacker than any substance they knew, so dark it made night itself pale in comparison. Yet within these minerals, a golden glow shimmered like liquid gold. In the distance, miners bustling about looked like ants scurrying among the boulders, so small they were barely visible. Countless ore piles stacked together resembled stars in the night sky transformed into countless miniature suns. Nearly a hundred miners hammered away at the ore with tools nearby, filling crates. Yet this hundred-strong crew, before this miracle, seemed as insignificant as mayflies attempting to shake a great tree.

Greg: This is... truly incredible. [To Morris] Did you capture any footage of this?

Morris [patting his chest]: Got it on film, don't worry!

??: AAAAHHHHH HELP!

The sudden scream made the search team members immediately raise their weapons and rush over. They saw two porters sitting on the ground, flustered and helpless, with items scattered everywhere.

And right in front of them... crouched a "Tundra Bear," hiding among the ore piles!】

Morris: Perfect! Been itching to take down a monster. I'll handle this! [Raises gun, ready to fire]

Greg [suddenly raises his hand]: Hold on!

Everyone froze instantly. Greg stepped forward to inspect it, the others crowding around. They discovered the creature was barely clinging to life, its eyes half-closed, breathing heavily with a dull, labored gasp. Even stranger—there wasn't a single wound on its body from any struggle.

Saito: Its arm!

[Sure enough, the monster's arm resembled cracked earth—its skin shattered beyond repair, with countless ice-flake-like chunks of flesh continuously peeling off. It seemed less like a living creature and more like a ceramic vessel on the verge of shattering.]

The surrounding search team members cursed in unison: "Damn it..."

Greg [stared wide-eyed at this unprecedented sight]; Morris, film this too.

Morris: Roger. [He raised his camera and began filming the "Ice Bear."]

Greg: And we need to try bringing it back.

Saito: How? This thing looks like it'll shatter at the slightest touch.

Greg [turning to the others]: Prepare ropes and cables. Secure it and carry it out. Keep your movements as gentle as possible.

Morris [slowly lowering his camera in astonishment, looking at Greg with confusion]: Captain, are you sure?

Greg: This is unprecedented. I believe further research is warranted. No Dust People will handle the transport—we'll do it ourselves. Secure it to the outer edge of my Tiger. That's an order.

The other team members [after a few seconds of silence]: Yes, Captain!

[A few steps away, two short-haired male porters collect ore while watching the search team...]

Eric: Captain Galloway and the others seem to be using high-tensile cable to haul that thing away.

Milton [silently organizing collected ore]: Hmm...

Eric: Hey, man, do you think this thing will work? The Lighthouse has been searching for rare element fire stones to develop space travel energy. Who knows? Maybe the stuff we're mining could one day take us flying into space!

Milton [coldly]: "Fly into space? Like you'd suddenly become an Upper Class citizen? You'd still be the same nobody you always were. The Lighthouse might just say only Upper Class folks can go, leaving you here to rot."

Eric [Face darkens instantly]: Do you have to be so pessimistic every single day...

Milton [puts down his tools, staring at Eric]: I'm just stating the facts...

Eric: Tsk tsk tsk...
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Chapter 3: The Broken Body
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[On the way back...]

Greg [forcefully pinning down the howling beast]: Quick, quick! Secure it onto the truck! Jonathan, Harris, lend a hand—control its limbs! Burke, you lift the tail, I'll grab the head. Ready? One, two, three—go!

[Several Search and Rescue team members in powered exoskeletons hoisted the "Ice Bear," securing it to the vehicle's roof in moments. The creature continued wailing, its cries sounding like a patient vomiting blood. Though the powered suits allowed them to effortlessly lift this multi-ton monster, they were drenched in sweat. The circumstances of its appearance made them tense up simultaneously, all sorts of terrifying thoughts flashing through their minds. Though they couldn't pinpoint what they feared, this indescribable feeling in their hearts persisted.】

Greg [after a moment]: Seal its mouth.

Burke: What?

Greg: This thing might be infected with some kind of plague—one we've never seen before. Seal its mouth shut, just in case it goes berserk and bites someone, or sprays something that gets on us.

Burke: Got it.

Burke rose to bind the creature with rope. Suddenly, as if electrocuted, the beast reared up with a deafening roar, emitting a piercing, ear-splitting howl.

Everyone frantically covered their ears—otherwise, their eardrums might have ruptured. The creature's eyes widened, and it lifted its head toward the sky with a terrifying, despair-filled gaze. The wail grew louder, even halting the entire convoy that was preparing to move. Seconds later, the sound abruptly ceased. When the search team looked up, the monster's eyes—which had bulged as if about to burst—suddenly lost their light. Then, its entire body cracked like ice, shattering into countless pieces with a loud snap!

Greg: Shit!

Saito [via radio]: Greg, what's going on?

Greg [staring at the scattered fragments, breathing heavily]: It's dead.

Saito: Dead?!

Greg: It's shattered into pieces—the kind you can't even put back together. We need to get back to the lighthouse fast.

[Across the desolate wilderness, a bitter wind howled. Amid the snowstorm, the search team's transport convoy sped away from the site, heading toward their home—the lighthouse.]

Inside the vehicle, the search team members huddled together, staring blankly at the pile of fragments.

Burke [eyes vacant, staring blankly at the Devourer's corpse]: I've never seen a monster die like that...

Frank [took a drag on his cigarette, exhaling weakly into the air]: Yeah, it felt like it was possessed. We don't know what hurt it, who attacked it, or what disease it had, but it just... You saw it, right? It wasn't like a living thing anymore, just a pile of dirt...

Greg: Did any of you touch it with your skin or anything?

The others: No.

Greg [nodding, mind racing]: Good. Once we're back, destroy all these suits. You—and myself, of course—must rest at home for a week and undergo medical examinations. Understood?

Others: Understood.

[Meanwhile, at the Lighthouse Research Center...]

Beneath a massive screen, several researchers in casual attire—looking utterly exhausted as if they hadn't slept in days—gathered to analyze a newly acquired dataset. Dr. Nikolai, a bespectacled, medium-built man with tousled hair specializing in energy analysis; Dr. Mandy, a tall, blonde biologist; and Dr. Kufo, a tall, bald African-American geologist. Before them now was the latest holographic map of the seabed. This three-dimensional map contained underwater geological data, biological information, and existing energy distributions. They were about to conduct the most comprehensive route and mission planning for the Hercules I submersible, which would soon be deployed underwater.】

Kufu: Depth 8,995 meters. Landslide zones flank both sides of the seabed. This won't be an easy trip.

Mandy: Plus, we've detected numerous large marine creatures, estimated to be between 8 and 20 meters in length.

Nikola: Whales?

Mandy: Unlikely. I don't know of any whales that can descend to such depths. They could be species we've never seen before, giant squids, or mutated fish monsters.

Kufu: Are they aggressive?

Mandy: Can't tell. It's hard to determine from the bio-electromagnetic signals. We'll have to dive down to find out.

Nikolai [suddenly noticing a large mass of unknown objects in the image]: What's that?

Mandy: Hmm... Could be a submarine landslide or something, but definitely not a living creature.

Nikolai: The fluctuations from that mass resemble an energy entity. Why can't we detect what it is?

Kufu: A sunken ship?

Mandy: Size-wise, it resembles the Silent Carrier, but...

Kufu: But what?

Mandy: I just have a bad feeling about this. I still recommend Hercules One take a detour.

Nikolai: By the way, does anyone know where Dr. Jiang Wu went?

Mandy: That guy? Probably snuck off to paint again. Honestly, he'd be better suited as an artist—insisting on doing research instead. What a joker.

[At that moment, Kufu's phone rang.]

Kufu [Swipes open the screen, sees the City Lord's face, and snaps to attention]: Oh, Your Lordship! [The other two immediately gather around upon hearing this]

Lord Mayor: All three of you here? Report to the main hall immediately. There's an urgent meeting. Now!

【Top floor of the lighthouse, conference hall... Dr. Mandy entered to find the City Lord seated directly across from her at the round table. Wayne Barnett, forty-two, a middle-aged man towering over everyone in the room. He sported gangster-style short black hair and a mustache, his half-open, mischievous eyes always glinting with a hint of mockery. Upon seeing the three doctors, the Lord of the City picked up his cigar, took a deep drag, then slowly exhaled a wisp of smoke without opening his lips. The corner of his mouth turned up in a smile, appearing particularly eerie against the dimly lit conference room, reminiscent of a cosmic starry sky. The figures beside him were equally formidable luminaries within the Lighthouse: seated to the Lord Mayor's left was General Simmons, a middle-aged African American man in his fifties clad in black military attire. As the commander-in-chief of the entire search expedition, he held ultimate authority over the operation. Standing behind General Simmons was Captain Gregor Galloway, leader of the expedition's elite unit—the Giants. Galloway, along with his second-in-command, Lieutenant General Saito; to the right of the City Lord, a dark-haired Asian man in his fifties clad in a dark crimson robe, was Wang Miao, the high priest of the Light and Shadow Cult, the only religion currently practiced atop the Lighthouse; finally, standing behind the City Lord, a tall, lean, and muscular man, was Rul, the commander-in-chief of the City Defense Forces, the Lighthouse's entire defensive military.

Lord of the City: Very well, let us begin.

Greg [stepping forward and nodding]: Your Excellencies, [addressing the three scientists] Doctor, today the Giant Squad discovered a large quantity of unidentified energy sources within an abandoned mine shaft in Siberia. Furthermore, this energy appears to exert a profound influence on the lives of the monsters dwelling on the surface.

He gestured to Saito. Saito immediately activated the 3D projection at the center of the round table, displaying the team's recorded footage in immersive 3D panoramic view: A monster, barely clinging to life, eyes half-closed, gasping for breath. Its body bore no external wounds yet was covered in ice-like fractures. Its agonized wails culminated in a shattering death. And the mine itself—vast as a golden mountain from ancient fantasy tales. When the scene of the monster's sudden, howling demise appeared, every present face furrowed in grim concentration.

After the projection ended, many stood speechless for a long time.

Mandy [stammering]: I... I've never seen them die like this before.

Greg: Doctor, I don't think any of us have ever seen anything like this. It's bizarre. We checked them multiple times before loading them into the vehicle, but found no external wounds or signs of injection.

Wang Miao: Then what are those cracks on its body?

Greg: It's strange, but [manipulating the replay footage, then pausing on the close-up of the creature] these patterns don't look like scratches or fight wounds. They fracture in a very textured, dense way—like cracked earth or shattering ice. It's as if it's not a living creature, but a mass of ice blocks glued together, which then, for some reason, fractured along the lines where they were bonded.

Mandy: Impossible. The "Icefield Bear" is absolutely a living organism—a life form with complete physiological structures and systems. We've dissected it, we've studied it. This creature's internal systems are incredibly robust and highly cold-resistant, capable of functioning even at -80°C without freezing. Furthermore, our analysis of collected specimens confirms that this species dies naturally, and its carcasses do not shatter.

Greg: Therefore, we hypothesize that the creature's demise is likely linked to this newly discovered energy source. Consequently, the search team has now sealed off three Hunter-2 units, isolated and secured the collected positional energy, and implemented external radiation containment measures.

Rohr [snorted disapprovingly]: Captain Galloway, I remind you that Lighthouse Law mandates all energy collected by search teams is vital survival resource. It must be handed over to the City Defense Force and the Research Department. Your current actions—putting it kindly—are supervision. To put it bluntly, it's illegal possession!

Greg: I couldn't care less about that. If this stuff harms ordinary people not wearing power armor, I doubt you lot could afford the liability.

Rul: You!

The City Lord [putting down his cigar, speaking in a slow, measured tone]: I find Captain Galloway's approach entirely justified.

Rul: Lord Mayor, are you suggesting...

Lord Mayor: Until we understand this fully, no one should risk it. We don't know if this new energy harms life forms like nuclear radiation. If it proves harmful to living beings, the entire Lighthouse will collapse.

[A brief silence...]

Simmons: Could this be some kind of bioweapon designed specifically for the Polar Beasts?

Greg: It can't be ruled out. [Lowering his voice] Our research division has learned plenty from Old World technology about manipulating biological genes for attack.

Rul [straightening up, facing Greg]: But who would do such a thing? If the research department truly created such a weapon, only a select few would have the authority to decide its use. Captain Galloway, are you suggesting it was one of us?

Greg: I don't know, General, and I haven't considered that angle. I suspect it's more likely a relic from the Old World...

Simmons [interrupting Greg]: During the Old World wars, many bioweapons were sealed underground. Over a century has passed, and we still haven't located them all. Perhaps this is one of them?

Lord Mayor: Hmm... [takes a puff on his cigar] Did you bring back any parts of the monster's remains?

Greg [taking a deep breath]: ...We brought back some.

Lord Mayor: Then, Dr. Mandy.

Mandy [startled by the sudden call]: Huh?! Yes!

Lord: The cause of the monster's death will be investigated by your Biological Sciences Department. Is that acceptable?

Mandy: No... no problem.

City Lord [rising]: Leave the ore with the search team for now. Tomorrow morning, Dr. Nikolai and his team will handle it alongside the search party.

Others: Yes, sir.

City Lord [takes another puff on his cigar]: Dismissed.
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Chapter 4: Omen of Death
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[4 a.m., Lower Level of the Lighthouse, Dust People Clinic...] In this dim, cramped space of less than 300 square meters lay sixty or seventy patients, gasping for breath and coughing up blood. Most appeared robust in build, yet now lay so weak they struggled to breathe. The dark room with crumbling walls offered no space to stand; people could only lie on blankets spread across the floor. The air thick with the tang of blood, flies buzzed ceaselessly around the ceiling. Amidst the crowd, a white-haired elderly man in a white coat moved tirelessly, replacing IV bags for patients receiving fluids. Sweat drenched his brow, bloodshot eyes gleamed, and his furrowed brow bore the weight of profound anxiety.

Just then, the door opened. Several middle-aged and young people, also in white coats but much cleaner than the old man, appeared in the doorway. Seeing the scene on the floor, one young woman instinctively covered her nose and mouth, turned, and walked out of the room. Seconds later, the sound of dry heaving echoed down the hallway.

Doctor A: Dr. Lance, what's going on?

Lance [wiping sweat, composing himself]: All night, patients have been arriving nonstop. Dustfolk Clinic is running out of supplies. Can you help me?

Doctor A [Crouching to examine a patient]: What's wrong with them?

Lance: I'm not sure. [While changing an IV bag] It seems to be a heart and lung issue—they're having trouble breathing, started coughing up blood, and are severely dehydrated with cracked skin.

Doctor B: Their skin?

Lance [bending down to roll up a patient's sleeve, revealing skin now as parched as scorched earth]: Look at this. Their skin is already like this.

Doctor A [growing alarmed]: Could be contagious. [To the woman who just vomited outside] Report this immediately to the city lord. [To the other doctors] Gather all supplies and return quickly. Contact the research department if possible—we need to identify this.

Others: Understood.

Doctor A [to an assistant]: Notify the city lord immediately, and the doctors from the research department—this is urgent!

[On the ground, a hand suddenly grabbed Dr. Lance's pant leg. Lance startled, turned around, and saw a short-haired young man in his early twenties. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, his eyes bloodshot, and sweat drenched his head.]

Eric: Doctor... Am I dying...

Lance [crouching down to comfort him]: Hang in there, kid. You'll be fine. I promise!

【5:00 AM, Administration Hall. General Simmons, still half-asleep, was urgently summoned to a meeting. By the time he arrived, the City Lord, Rul, and Wang Miao were already seated, waiting for him.】

Simmons: My apologies for keeping you all waiting. What's so urgent? [He quickly sat down across from the City Lord.]

City Lord: The situation is this: an hour ago, a large-scale, highly contagious disease resembling a plague broke out in the Dust District.

Simmons: An infectious disease?

City Lord: Exactly. And the numbers are skyrocketing—over a hundred people are showing symptoms now.

Wang Miao: When did this start?

City Lord: Intelligence indicates it began around midnight this morning. The Dust District is critically short on medical supplies, and there's no more space to accommodate patients.

Simmons: So how can we help?

City Lord [rising solemnly]: Therefore, I now require the Search Team and City Guard to unite. Seal off the Dust District. Strictly control all potential gathering points of the Dust People. Resolutely prevent them from entering areas where the Upper People may be present.

Simmons: What about the patients? The clinics in the Dust District are severely limited in both supplies and space.

Lord Mayor: As a last resort, we can convert the Dust People's residential areas into temporary hospitals. In fact—[glancing at the silent Luer standing nearby]—that is precisely what we are doing.

Wang Miao: Why not open our hospitals for the Dust People to use temporarily?

Lord Mayor: Bishop, I must remind you. It remains uncertain whether this virus can infect the Upper Class. Should they contaminate the Upper Class medical zones and cause transmission, the consequences would be unimaginable. Moreover, according to the law, the Dust People are forbidden from using Upper Class resources.

Simmons [growing impatient]: Lord Mayor, forgive my frankness, but this is not the time to prioritize the law! The Dust People are our vital labor force. Their large population occupies minimal space, and the safety measures in the Dust District are severely lacking. If we refuse to share supplies and deny them treatment, the consequences could be far worse than breaking the law! Our production, search operations, and other work will be severely impacted!

Lord Mayor: General Simmons!

[This stern voice instantly silenced both Simmons and Wang Miao. In that moment, the Lord exuded an aura, a weight of authority that made it hard for them to breathe. Seeing the two fall silent, he nodded with satisfaction.]

City Lord: I must remind you once more—your duty is to obey orders. That is the fundamental duty of a soldier. You need say no more; Lord Rul and I have our own arrangements. And you, Reverend, your responsibility is to support our work and uphold the order and harmony of the Lighthouse. Is this not precisely the will of the Lord of Light and Shadow?

Wang Miao: The will of the Lord of Light and Shadow is...

City Lord [interrupting sharply]: Does the Lord of Light and Shadow's will include treating commoners as equals to the upper class? Remember, their genetic flaws make coexistence impossible. We keep them for their labor, not to make them like us. Surely you understand that?

Wang Miao [swallowed hard, glancing at Simmons, whose eyes brimmed with confusion]: I understand.

Lord of the City: If you understand, then proceed. General Simmons, is the Giant Squad still in quarantine?

Simmons: Yes, Lord Mayor.

Lord: Lift their quarantine. If they were truly infected, symptoms would have surfaced by now. We need them to maintain order. Summon them. Assemble at dawn.

Simmons: I... understand.

[Watching Simmons and Wang Miao depart, the City Lord smiled with satisfaction.]

Rul: My lord, do you believe they will follow your orders?

Lord: I believe they dare not. If it comes to that, we still have the City Guard. Their numbers exceed those of the Security Squad and Search Squad combined. I trust you know what to do should anything happen.

Rul: Yes...

【At six in the morning, city defense troops and search squads—fully armed, wearing gas masks—entered the Dust People's residential district in orderly formation. The sight before them sent a chill down the spines of even the battle-hardened search squad members: the entire district, its corridors and open spaces, was littered with Dust People coughing, gasping, spitting blood, their skin cracked and peeling. Men, women, the elderly, children... Pools of blood covered the ground, and the air was thick with the pungent stench of blood. Wails, cries, and coughs rose and fell from every direction, transforming the place into a living hell. The first rays of dawn touched the lighthouse, yet when that light fell upon the dust-people district—this hell on earth—the scene seemed ablaze, illuminating countless tormented souls. People lay prostrate, clutching the hands of the dying and sobbing uncontrollably; some children barely taller than a man's knee wailed, clinging to the mangled bodies of adults. City guard soldiers charged in, violently pulling people apart, plunging the scene into chaos.

Greg hadn't slept a wink since midnight. All night long, the tense sounds from the lighthouse never ceased. For some unknown reason, a disease had suddenly erupted in the Dustfolk settlement. What was known was that all the patients were Dustfolk who had been on missions with the Giant Squad. Greg had been a bit panicked at first, but when he went to the hospital at 5:30 a.m. to retrieve the squad members' medical reports, he discovered that all of them were perfectly normal—their blood samples and everything else showed no abnormalities.

This was baffling. Why did the Dust Dwellers fall ill after a single mission, while they remained unscathed? Coupled with the earlier tragedy of the Ice Bears, could it be that those mines were the culprit? But if all this stemmed from the energy cores, did their safety stem from the power suits?

Greg [surveying the devastation]: This place is fucking ruined...

Devari [making the sign of the cross, muttering]: Lord of Light, if you see this, please save these lives...

Greg: Everyone, stay vigilant. Our mission is to maintain order. Form four-person squads now and follow the city guard's orders! Remember, use force only as a last resort.

【Suddenly, a gunshot rang out nearby! A city guard soldier had shot a Dust Citizen during an altercation! The Dust Citizen's pupils dilated instantly, a fist-sized hole gouged through his chest. Blood gushed forth. With a thud, he collapsed, his eyes drained of color.】

Dust Folk A [Completely Enraged]: They want to kill us! We can't take it anymore! Brothers, let's slaughter these officials!

Chaos erupted as dozens of enraged Dust Folk surged from all directions. Their ragged clothes hung in tatters, eyes bloodshot with fury. City guards drew riot shields, forming a line to block the charging mob. Instantly, the area filled with howls, roars, and the clang of combat. Seeing the near-madness of the Dust People, many in the search team were stunned. They had slain countless hideous monsters in their daily work, but now they faced humans—the very Dust People who hauled their supplies day in and day out. Witnessing the frenzied state of these lowly citizens, they were at a loss. To their eyes, the crazed poor seemed even more terrifying and harder to handle than monsters!】

Morris [instinctively raising his gun, watching the clashing crowd nearby]: Boss, what do we do now?

Greg [watching as more and more Dust People poured in, the city guards struggling to hold them back]: Everyone, put your guns down!

Saito [still aiming his gun at the frenzied Dust People]: What? Are you out of your mind?

Greg: Let them know we don't mean them any harm, understand? Put down your guns!

Greg watched the crowd anxiously. Among them, he saw a child barely waist-high being pushed along. The child was jostled back and forth, wailing heart-wrenchingly, but his voice was too faint for anyone to hear. The situation was spiraling out of control. If this continued, the riot would alert the city guard in other districts. That would throw the entire Dust Folk settlement into chaos, and it would all end in a massacre by the city guard.

Suddenly, a petite figure pushed through the search team and charged toward the enraged Dust People. It was a girl, of average height and slender build, with long hair flowing over her shoulders. Her pale purple dress stood out in the chaotic scene like an orchid blooming in a canyon. Greg instinctively grabbed the slender girl.

Greg: Ma'am! It's dangerous here, please leave!

Xia Ying [Struggling violently, trying to break free]: Andrew! Andrew! You monsters! There are children there—so many children! You wouldn't even spare the children!

Greg [yanked Xia Ying into his arms]: Ma'am, we must ensure your safety. Please cooperate!

【Suddenly, with a clatter, a riot squad of twenty city guards was knocked to the ground by enraged dust-covered citizens. People surged forward like madmen, tearing into the soldiers clad in black armor, biting and kicking. At that moment, many of the bloodthirsty poor spotted the search party nearby and were instantly consumed by murderous intent. They roared as they charged forward. Just as they were about to engage in close combat with dozens of zombie-like rioters, Greg released Xia Ying and stepped forward, raising his hands high.

This action stunned everyone present. The dust-covered citizens leading the charge halted instantly. Even those currently grappling with the city guards froze. In that moment, many recognized Greg Galloway—the decorated captain of the search team who had once brought them countless supplies vital to their survival. Now, he stood completely unprotected, arms raised high, exposing himself entirely to danger. This was composure, but more than that, it was appeasement.

Greg: Fellow residents of the Lighthouse, I am Greg Galloway, captain of the Search Team's Giants Squad. I apologize for keeping you waiting so long under these dire circumstances. We deeply sympathize and are profoundly sorry. I know this night has been incredibly difficult for you. That is why we are here. We have come not for violence, not for bloodshed. The Search Team's purpose is to ensure the survival of everyone on the Lighthouse, whether Upper Folk or Dust Folk. We are here to help you through this crisis.

Dust Folk B: But those Upper Folk, and these damned City Guards—they want us dead! They're leaving us to die!

Greg: No, everyone. Please hold onto your faith. The Lighthouse won't abandon anyone. Supplies are on their way, and medical teams are investigating. We will help you, we will save you. Until the cause of this disaster is uncovered and solutions are found, the Search Team will stay here with you.

Saito [mutters under his breath]: You're fucking crazy, Greg.

Greg [turning]: Giants, mobilize all combat supplies immediately—food, water, emergency medical equipment... Also, contact other search teams and have them coordinate with us. We're going to help these people hold on.

All Giant Squad members [almost simultaneously]: Aye!

[Many Dust People sat on the ground weeping, bloodied and utterly exhausted. As the riot gradually subsided, Greg suddenly remembered the girl he'd grabbed earlier. He hurriedly turned back to check on her, but her appearance left him utterly stunned.]

Greg [confused]: Dr. Xia Ling?

Xia Ying [blushing]: Huh? Sorry, you've mistaken me for someone else. My name is Xia Ying. Xia Ling is my sister.

Greg: What?! You two...

Xia Ying: Twins.

Greg: Ah, my apologies, Miss Xia Ying. But why were you here?

Xia Ying: I'm the history teacher at the Dust District Elementary School. Last night I heard noises in the district, so I got up to check... but who knew...

Greg [Feeling Curious]: You were up at night...

Xia Ying: To be precise, it was early this morning. My sleep quality isn't great, and I heard a lot of noisy sounds, so I came down to check. Who knew things would turn out like this... The school is full of patients too—it's terrifying...
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