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We’re supposed to be enemies, right?
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Chapter 1: The White Rabbit
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“I said, go after my father if you’ve got problems with him. Why chase me too?!”

Her fist slammed into one man, knocking him to the ground. As the others closed in, she lifted one hand. Black strings manifested instantly. She pointed toward the crowd and watched as the strings eagerly rushed at them.

“!!!”

Caught unprepared, they were struck head-on. Blood splattered everywhere. Of course, the injuries weren’t enough to stop them.

One of them spoke up, “We must take you with us, Princess.”

She snapped back, “Don’t call me that. I don’t want anything to do with that old man anymore. Call me Nina!”

The man ignored her. He pursed his lips and said firmly, “You will lead us to His Majesty’s location.”

“I don’t know where he is!”

Another man sneered, “He’ll come if he knows you’re in our hands, Princess.”

Damn it, how annoying!

Scanning the surroundings, it was clear she was already surrounded.

Even if she used teleport now, they would stop her before she could activate it. Come to think of it, this was partially her father’s fault. If only she wasn’t born into the Hayes family.

Deep in thought, she failed to realize a swarm of black butterflies seemed to appear out of nowhere.

They fluttered slowly toward Nina and dissolved into black mist upon reaching her. From the mist, a black violin adorned with a black butterfly pattern materialized, resting quietly in her left hand.

...?

Distracted, an arrow pierced her left hand, sending a few drops of blood onto the violin.

{Transaction completed}

A glowing red note appeared near the pattern.

“Huh?”

Before she could understand what had just happened, her vision blurred, and everything went dark.

A large transparent monitor hovered against the wall of a dim room.

On the screen, a white rabbit with scarlet eyes stared intently at the camera. A wicked smile surfaced from time to time as he spoke in a mechanical tone.

“So that was the end of it. Oh?”

His expression shifted in surprise, then he let out a chuckle.

“Well well well, uninvited players?”

Eyes never left the camera, delight clear in his voice. “Interesting, really interesting!”

An intense gaze settled on her. It felt as though he was speaking directly to her.

Ignoring the stare, she focused on her current situation. The room remained dark, though the monitor’s glow was enough to faintly outline a few objects.

She stared at her own reflection in the mirror.

Pale skin. Long dark hair, straight and silky. Her violet eyes were dim, and when directed at others, they appeared intimidating even when she didn’t mean them to be. Her wound on the left hand had vanished completely.

The rabbit’s voice pulled her attention back.

“Welcome to ‘Masks of Deception’! You’re one of the fifty lucky players we’ve chosen to experience this special treatment~”

“Be amazed! We’ve prepared five beautiful games just for you. Ahem, all fifty of you~”

“As for the time limit, once your character successfully ‘solves’ the obstacle, that means you’ve passed~”

“Oh, and be careful of others. It’s encouraged to kill other players to gain advantages. Or if you prefer playing saint, that’s fine too.”

“The rewards are simple. You’ll automatically steal their abilities the moment you kill them~”

“I haven’t explained abilities yet, have I? At the start, each of you will have one unique ability. Although some of you are... ‘naughty’~”

He placed strong emphasis on the last word.

“No matter. They’ll receive one extra ability. I’ll give the most naughty one a very ‘unique’ ability, alright~” the white rabbit laughed heartily.

“Feeling envious? Then go steal their abilities. Though you’ll need to identify them first. They’re hard to kill, yes, but they can die. So good luck~”

“After this game ends, the rewards return to normal. You won’t be able to steal abilities in the second game under normal circumstances. You can use yours on others, yes, but you’re not allowed to kill directly. Unless—”

The white rabbit smiled good-naturedly, seemingly in a good mood.

“Rules should be obeyed. I’ll explain more just before the second game starts. Also, your wounds will automatically disappear once you survive.”

The monitor shut off abruptly once he finished speaking. Moments later, the lights in her room flicked on.

Her gaze lingered on the walls as she examined them. No windows, which was expected. That rabbit wouldn’t risk anyone escaping through one. Still, questions remained. What floor was this room on? And where were the other ‘players’?

A double bed sat in one corner, alongside a desk with a small lamp, a bathroom, and a mirror. Quite cozy, if not for the circumstances. On the desk lay a white sheet of paper, neatly folded in half.

Rising slowly, she sat beside the desk, calmly picking up the paper with her right hand.

“What’s this?” A string of numbers that hadn’t been there before emerged.

(5d 22h 36s)

There was a ninety-nine percent chance this was related to the violin.

In the past, it used to stay by her side. Her father insisted that she bring the instrument along whenever she went out. After leaving home without saying goodbye four years ago, she left the violin there.

Rumors spoke of a second massive war between demons and angels, with humans caught in the crossfire two years ago.

As for the aftermath, her father was forced into slumber, the angels retreated to heaven, and humans suffered heavy casualties before scattering back to their origins. She’d never heard what became of the violin, but she knew it wasn’t simple. Her father once said it was a treasure he’d crafted with his own hands.

The reason he hadn’t fused it with his own blood was because he couldn’t afford the risk. Instead, he’d used forbidden magic from a golden book he’d stumbled upon by accident. When she asked how he succeeded, he simply placed a finger to his lips and smiled. It was a secret he couldn’t tell anyone, not even his own flesh and blood. The book vanished once the ritual was completed.

This is your amulet, daughter, were the only words he said before shoving it into her hands.

And now, it had finally revealed itself. This was the first time she’d seen its transformation. Black butterflies were her favorite. Her father knew that. Had he designed it just to please her?

She unfolded the paper and fell silent.

Shy and timid young maiden who was tragically sold to be a notorious prince’s amusement.

Original abilities: Black Strings (Puppeteer), Illusion (Fox Demon’s innate)

Unique ability: Luck -90% (Passive)

Very ‘unique’ indeed.

The naughty player turned out to be herself...

Earlier, there’d been a strong sense of malice coming from his presence. Even though he was trapped inside the monitor, it felt like he was standing right in front of her. The sensation was unfamiliar. Even so, she didn’t know why, but she had a hunch the rabbit couldn’t directly harm the players.

From the way he kept luring them into killing each other, she saw genuine glee in his eyes. That was why she assumed he wanted to play with and slaughter all the players himself, but couldn’t. So instead, he toyed with people’s emotions and threw out tempting bait for them to feed on.

Her eyes fell on the paper once more.

(Shy and timid young maiden who was tragically sold to be a notorious prince’s amusement)

This would be a challenge she’d have to deal with.

After a while, the monitor turned on again.

“Rise and shine, dear players~ Oh? You haven’t even had time to sleep yet? Well, you can do that inside the game.”

Before the monitor shut off, he flashed a wicked smile at the camera.

“Little fox~”

Her vision blurred and everything turned dark instantly.

“Lick my shoe, you lowly pheasant!”

The moment she opened her eyes, her gaze locked onto the tall and lean figure standing in front of her. An extremely attractive young man stood straight, a frown crossing his eyes. She caught a glimpse of surprise in his expression before it quickly returned to normal. An oppressive aura radiated from him.

Hold on. His aura... she couldn’t determine his origin. How strange.

This man was unusual, with alluring mismatched eyes, midnight blue on the right, deep amber on the left. Pale skin, sharp features, lips pressed into a thin line. She couldn’t help wondering how he’d look if he smiled, not mockingly, of course. His golden hair was straight, medium-length, deliberately messy.

He wore a plain grey shirt with long sleeves, the right one slightly rolled up. Two buttons were intentionally undone, making him look haughty, like some arrogant young master.

The man was studying her as well. Seemingly not impressed by what he saw, his expression quickly shifted to disgust before he resumed acting.

“No. Don’t do that. I don’t want you dirtying my shoe with your tongue.”

He took off both shoes.

“Throw them away!”

And what would you wear then?

As if reading her thoughts, the man flopped onto the bed. His gaze swept toward the corner, chin pointing at a shelf, he told her, “I still have more.”

He snorted loudly, unable to resist adding, “I’m rich, unlike you!”

Looking away, he reached for a glass of wine nearby, intending to take a sip.

Nina was speechless. Addicted to acting much? Still, she needed to play her part too.

Her voice softened, carrying a hint of meekness, but her eyes stayed firmly locked onto his.

“As you wish, master.”

*cough

The man spat out the wine he’d just sipped. The liquid soaked his shirt, some splashing onto his jaw, but he paid it no mind. His eyes were fixed on her in pure shock.

He watched as she pulled a tissue from one of her pockets and slowly approached him. For some reason, it made him nervous.

Nina stopped in front of him. Without a word, she bent down, lifted his chin with her left hand, forcing him to meet her gaze. With the other hand holding the tissue, she gently wiped away the remaining liquid, carefully cleaning him.

When she finished, a shy smile settled on her lips.

“Do be careful, master~”

The man blinked foolishly. A second later, he remembered his role. Almost instantly, he frowned and shoved her hand away, careful not to hurt her. Right now, he really didn’t want to face her. At the same time, he was dying to see her reaction once she discovered his real identity. That would be delightful.

He let out a chuckle as he imagined it.

Nina shot him a suspicious look.

What was so funny?

Done laughing, the man stood up. He strode toward the shelf to pick up his shoes, and while putting them on, he glanced at Nina. “I’ll escort you to your room. Don’t want you getting lost and disgracing me.”

Nina nodded slightly.

Their footsteps echoed through the quiet corridor as they walked in silence. Both of them wanted to speak, but neither thought this was the right place. Perhaps later, after finishing this first game. Besides, being so close to him gave her a strange feeling. She felt drawn to him, as if something was pulling her in. A familiar scent clung to his body. She’d never paid it any mind before, thinking she might be mistaken, but standing beside him made it unmistakable.

Chamomile.

Distracted, she failed to notice a maid standing directly in her path.

She bumped into her and stumbled, instinctively taking a few steps back.

The maid was about to scold her, but the moment she met the man’s warning gaze, she clamped her mouth shut. She bowed stiffly, head lowered.

“Good evening, Prince Noel, Lady Nina.”

Noel glanced around. A few frightened maids were standing nearby. The moment their eyes met his, they quickly looked away. What were they doing gathered here so late at night? He noted they weren’t carrying any tools and didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go anywhere. Chatting, perhaps?

Narrowing his eyes slightly, he probed, “Shouldn’t you be in your respective rooms at this hour?”

Nina noticed the maid she’d bumped into trembling slightly, while the others weren’t much better. Were they that afraid of Noel?

One of the maids hesitated before speaking, her voice low, still not daring to look him in the eye. “Prince Noel, may I request leave for just one day tomorrow?”

“For what reason?”

She fidgeted with her hands. “That, um, one of my relatives went missing tonight. And I just received news that it was ‘that person’ who did it.”

Noel pressed on, asking what she meant. She explained shakily, “The mysterious person who kidnaps a young maiden every night has struck again. Tonight’s target was, unfortunately, my relative. She’s a close family member to me. Why? Why her, of all people!”

The maid was on the verge of tears as she continued. “All their targets meet the same end. Death the following day. That lunatic displays the body in front of their home at dawn, just as the sun rises. And he’s never been caught. It’s been months already. Why hasn’t anyone identified him yet?!”

Noel focused on one detail. “How did you receive this information?”

The maid hurriedly pulled out a crumpled piece of paper from her hands and offered it to him.

“This. I received it just now.”

She glanced at her colleagues before continuing. “That’s why we gathered here. Earlier, when I returned to my room, this white paper was neatly placed on the desk beside my bed. My window was wide open, which struck me as strange. I was certain I’d closed it before leaving. I had been cleaning the crown prince’s room since he’ll be moving in tomorrow.”

If the information was accurate, then someone had broken in solely to leave that paper behind. Whether it was a player or an NPC was still unclear. Was this maid a player as well? That needed to be confirmed first.

From what she could tell, this person held advanced information. A serial killer. And the crown prince’s arrival tomorrow.

As for the crown prince, Noel was also a member of the royal family. She guessed he held considerable authority within the castle. He lived here, while the crown prince resided elsewhere.

Noel kept the paper, agreed to the maid’s request, and quickly dismissed them.

Now, only the two of them remained. The atmosphere turned a little awkward.

He was the first to speak. “Two clues obtained, but we might need more later on.”

Judging by the time, it seemed they were done for today. They continued walking and arrived at Nina’s room without any issues. Both of them stepped inside.

From his expression, she sensed his disapproval of the room. After all, it was small and messy, clearly uncomfortable to live in. Her bed looked shaky, making him wonder how long it could hold and whether she might fall if she used it. Then again, she was so light it might handle her weight.

Looking up, his eyes landed on a dense web clinging to the wall, with one large spider calmly hanging there.

He didn’t realize his gaze had softened as he made a promise,

“This room is a mess. I’ll order them to change the bed and clean up tomorrow.”

“The only one allowed to bully you is me, not those ants,” his tone was smug, with a hint of arrogance.

Satisfied, he prepared to step out, but Nina grabbed his hand before he could move.

“What is it?”

Nina smiled shyly. “Goodnight, master.”

By now, he was prepared for her words, so he wasn’t shocked. He knew she was just acting. He simply nodded, shook her hand away for effect, and left.

The next day, Noel knocked on Nina’s door early in the morning.

When she opened it, he immediately ordered, “Go with me to the horse racing area.”

Nina hadn’t slept all night. Unlike humans, she didn’t need to. She only sat on the bed with her eyes closed, seeing there was nothing else to do. If she had sneaked out last night, what if it had triggered something? That was why she hadn’t. Still, her luck was terrible. The bed was shaky, and the moment she plopped down, it collapsed. A glass of water shattered when she picked it up. She hadn’t even held it tightly. The shards hit her fingers, and blood slowly formed, but her recovery ability worked perfectly, and the wound disappeared without a trace. She wondered why recovery hadn’t been listed as one of her abilities. Were others of her kind participating as well? It would be interesting to see.

Perhaps there were more races than humans involved, which could explain why the white rabbit didn’t bother to add recovery.

“I need to take a bath first before we go, master.”

“Hurry up!”

Nina fluttered her eyelashes and decided to tease him. “Maybe you want to accompany me?”

She looked away, speaking in a low voice. “Take a bath together?”

Noel looked at her, unfazed. What nonsense was she spouting? So brazen. He frowned. Actually, he was curious what kind of personality she had been assigned. The paper only told him his own characteristics. It said he was an arrogant second prince who loved to torture a young maiden for his own amusement. That was all. 

He was confused about what trick she was trying to play. Flirty? Not quite. Gentle? A little, but not really. Shy? Maybe. Despite her confusing actions, he noticed one consistent trait: shyness.

Shyly teasing him? That would be difficult to pull off from her perspective. Her original personality contrasted sharply with how she acted now.

Not receiving a response, Nina walked slowly toward the bathroom, leaving him standing by the door. She didn’t seem worried about his presence.

After a while, she came out wrapped in a towel, intending to grab her clothes from the closet. Her gaze drifted involuntarily toward the bed. Noel was sitting there, reading a book with his head lowered. The sound of her movement made him glance up briefly. He raised an eyebrow, his eyes lingering only on her face before dropping back to the book.

Nina opened the closet, took her clothes, and returned to the bathroom to change.

When she was done, she noticed the book was gone. Noel still sat on the bed, arms crossed over his chest, eyes closed. Hearing footsteps approach, he opened his eyes and looked at her silently.

“From the library?”

“Hmm?” It dawned on him that she was talking about the book.

“Yes. I wanted to find more clues, but there was nothing so far.”

“Let’s go. We’ll ride the carriage.”

They stepped out of the room and were immediately greeted by the anxious maid from last night.

Wasn’t she the one who had
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