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Chapter 1 - Welcome to the Exchange Game
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Night in City C. At a busy intersection, the red light countdown still showed more than eighty seconds.

Howar Ye lowered his head, trembling as he pressed a button on his phone screen.

Then he clasped the device between his palms as if in prayer.

"This is my last ten-pull, it has to..."

A purple glow leaked through his fingers. Howar clicked his tongue, annoyed, and stuffed the phone back into his pocket. He turned his eyes to the dragging red light countdown.

5, 4, 3, 2, 1.

The red vanished. Green lit up.

At the same time, two blinding headlights filled Howar's vision, growing larger in an instant.

"Honk-!"

Bang!

A deafening horn and screeching brakes. A six-meter truck tore across the crosswalk at more than sixty kilometers a hour.

The heavy thud it made while clipping Howar sounded almost trivial by comparison.

His phone slipped from his jacket pocket, hit the curb, and cracked.

The screen lit up. The green answer button pulsed.

A loud, cheery tune blared through the broken earphones. Blood slowly seeped along the detached cord.

[Player detected: exchange of life for game qualification]
[System loading]
[Choose: Death / Join the Exchange Game]
[Join Game / Join Game]
"...And now, the evening news flash."

"At 7:30 p.m. on February 7th, a drunk-driving incident occurred at the intersection of Troy Li Miranda Li Street."

"One resident, Ye, was pronounced dead at the scene. The driver, Wang, later suffered sudden cardiac arrest and also died."

"This is the third drunk-driving accident in the last two months. Authorities remind drivers: reckless driving brings tears to your loved ones."

Reality flickered like a damaged videotape. Snowy static, rewound frames, then words locked in place before Howar's eyes.

[Character creation complete]
[Welcome to the Exchange Game. Death record erased][Player: Howar, create character]
[Character creation complete]
[Welcome to the Exchange Game. Death record erased]
Bang. Honk.

Time rewound. The faded world snapped back into clarity. Howar's breath surged back into his body like a drowning breaking the surface.

A red-painted truck roared past, grazing him, and smashed into the median barrier. Smoke rose from the cab.

Howar bent forward, gasping, his body aching as if shoved through a meat grinder. Nobody around noticed.

But he had seen it.

The driver's face-stretched into an unnatural grin, mouth torn wide.

[Tutorial loading]
[Dungeon loaded]
[Tutorial: Truth or Dare]
[Difficulty: F]
[Success Reward: One F-rank item]
[Failure Penalty: Game qualification revoked. Exchange cost non-refundable]
[Hint: Treat your classmates well~]
Click.

A dusty bulb overhead flickered on. Its shade was layered with grime. Howar narrowed his eyes, adjusting to the light.

A classroom. Or something trying to be one.

Windows and doors were boarded shut. Dark stains marked the floor. The blackboards were clawed beyond recognition.

No desks. No books.

Only a single wooden table under the light. At its center sat a half-bodied clown doll.

Its head drooped. Clothes stained dark purple. Behind its carved face was no wig, only a painted mask of sorrow.

Then-

"Da-da-da-da!"

"Boom! Lalala-!"

The clown jerked upright, pulling firecrackers and toy lights from behind its back, pretending to play sound effects.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to... Truth or Dare."

Startled, Howar slipped on blackboard shards and crashed to the floor. A piece of debris arced through the air and struck the clown's red nose.

Its eyes snapped to the center, pupils swallowed in white.

The other three figures in the classroom all turned toward Howar.

Including him, there were four "students."

One short-haired girl by the window. Real.

The other two-far from human.

A skeleton draped in black hair, moving as if the strands were her muscles, face still hauntingly beautiful.

And a rotting corpse, crawling with maggots, gender indistinguishable, uniform soaked in decay.

The clown lunged, skeletal fingers clamping Howar's throat.

"I'll kill you!!!"

His body lifted off the floor. Breath crushed from his chest.

"I... I'm sorry..."

He forced the words out, not daring to look into those bulging wooden eyes.

Every one of them wore the same stained school uniform, nametags showing the same class. Exactly as the system had hinted-classmates.
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Chapter 2 - Truth or Dare
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The grip on Howar's throat suddenly loosened. The clown doll's head rotated a full 180 degrees. The sorrowful painted face on the back opened its eyes and stammered:

"S-sorry... we went too far. N-now we'll begin reading the rules."

Click.

The bony hands twisted the head back into place. The sad face lowered its gaze and fell silent.

"Gather round, gather round!"

The clown slapped the table. The other three players stepped forward together.

"Clown Teacher is about to announce the rules!"

The short-haired girl's face was pale with fear. Yet her body moved without her consent. She shut her eyes in resignation and approached.

The corpse shuffled closer, dripping foul green liquid from its rotting flesh. Maggots dropped off and wriggled in the ooze. The stench thickened in the stagnant air.

Meanwhile, strands of black hair from the female skeleton slithered across the floor like serpents, winding up Howar's ankle.

"Rule one. Truth or Dare, best of five rounds. Each question or dare must be answered within one minute. If three of four students succeed, the round is cleared. See? Clown Teacher is merciful!"

"Rule two." The clown pulled a teaspoon from behind its back and flicked it into the air. It spun above its wooden head, then stopped, handle pointing directly at Howar.

"The chosen one draws Truth or Dare. But the question is set by Clown Teacher. No objections allowed."

Howar subtly shifted sideways, clutching the corner of the table.

"Rule three-"

The short-haired girl gagged, breaking his words. She bent forward, retching violently.

The clown's arms stretched unnaturally long, grasping her shoulders and wrenching her upright. Its red nose pressed to her forehead, painted smile cracking wider.

"Face your teacher and classmates, student. Do you despise us? Or think you're above us?" Its wooden eyes trembled. "Disobedient children will be thrown-out-of-the-classroom."

"U-uh..." She collapsed to the floor, covering her mouth, shaking her head.

Click.

Howar instinctively stepped forward to help, but froze as the clown's head snapped toward him.

"You. Do you intend to cause trouble too?"

"N-no."

He stood straight, obedient, avoiding the girl's desperate gaze.

"Then let the game begin."

The lone bulb overhead flickered. Shadows swallowed the corners of the room.

The clown scraped white lines across the tabletop with its bone fingers, dividing it into quarters.

"Round one."

The teaspoon began to spin again. Howar held his breath, covering his nose and mouth.

Across the table, the skeleton woman chuckled softly. Even with only bones for flesh, her movements dripped with allure. Strands of her hair slithered beneath Howar's collar.

His body stiffened.

"Cluck cluck," she laughed, watching him flinch.

The spoon stopped, pointing to her.

Two stained cards surfaced on the table. She winked at Howar and picked the card closer to him.

The other vanished. The chosen card landed in the clown's hand.

"Truth: How did you die?"

A pocket watch appeared, ticking down.

The skeleton answered without pause: "I drowned for breaking my vows."

"Grughh... rrhh," groaned the corpse. Its throat was too rotten to form words.

Howar clenched and unclenched his fists, hiding his unease. Half the time passed before he ground out: "Hit by a car."

In the corner, the short-haired girl sobbed silently. The timer ran out with no answer from her.

"Ding-dong. Three answered. First round cleared."

The clown snapped brittle fingers. The watch snapped back into its palm.

"Round two."

Again the spoon spun, then stopped on the skeleton. She sighed, disappointed, but picked a card.

"Truth: Do you want to live?"

"Yes! Please let me go! I want to live!" the girl shrieked from her corner, breaking down completely.

"Yes," said the skeleton softly.
"Grugh," croaked the corpse.
The clown turned to Howar.

Caught crouching, he quickly straightened up and scratched his head with a sheepish smile. "I... want to live."

"Ding-dong. Three answered. Second round cleared." The clown's voice dropped into a sulk. "Boring, boring! Why won't anyone choose a dare?!"

Click.

The sorrowful face appeared again, bowing and whispering apologies.

The spoon spun once more.

This time it pointed at Howar.

Two cards rose in front of him.

He swallowed hard and reached out.

The clown snatched the chosen card and burst into wild laughter. Its body bent backward unnaturally, limbs cracking apart and rejoining. The pocket watch dangled from its nose, swinging as it began the countdown.

"Dare: Remove your head and spin it three and a half times in place. R-e-m-o-v-e it~~"
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Chapter 3 - Is Drawing Cards the Only Option?
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Tick... tick...

The pocket watch's countdown hammered against Howar's chest like a death knell.

The skeleton woman casually tossed her own head into the air. Like a dancer, she spun three and a half turns before her head, pulled back by her long black hair, settled neatly in place again. She smiled, chillingly beautiful.

Crack... crack...

Beside her, the corpse gripped its skull and twisted. Rotten flesh tore free with a splinter of spine still attached. Filthy liquid mixed with maggots dripped from the sockets.

It clutched the lump and slowly rotated three and a half times. Without its spine for support, it had to lean against the table to stay upright.

Tick... tick...

The clown's shrill laughter echoed with the ticking. Its painted grin in the half-light looked ready to split open and devour.

"M-maybe... we just call it off?" Howar muttered with a bitter smile.

"Ten... nine... eight..."

"Ahhh!!!"

A piercing scream erupted under the table. Howar clamped his ears, the shriek rattling his skull. It didn't sound like any human throat could make it.

The countdown snapped the last thread of sanity.

The table lurched half a centimeter. A body in a torn uniform scrambled out from beneath, rolling and crawling away in panic.

But before Howar could see her clearly, weight clamped onto his ankle.

He looked down stiffly.

The short-haired girl's head lay at his feet, neck sliced clean, lifeless eyes staring straight at him.

!!!

No blood. The cross-section was filled with something like silicone, stuffed with unknown material.

"Three... two..."

Howar squeezed his eyes shut, bent, and snatched the head into his arms. His fingers brushed against skin that felt real, but without warmth or breath. It was a perfect doll.

Enough!

He kicked off the ground, twisted midair, and spun three and a half turns, landing upright like a breakdance master.

The weight in his arms vanished.

When he opened his eyes, the head was gone. The teasing strands of hair, the stench of rot-gone too. Only Howar remained at the table.

"Game over."

"Now, for your tutorial reward-"

The clown, body fused with the desk, pulled a red party popper from behind its back.

Pop!

A shower of confetti-shaped disturbingly like entrails-splattered all over Howar.

The clown pinched its nose and let out mocking snorts, shaking with laughter until Howar slammed it back down onto the table.

"Snrk-here's some advice. Nice guys can't survive in this world."

The clown's body stretched close to his face. Howar stepped back. More laughter followed.

"Heeheehee... choose a card."

Three cards floated above the desk, identical to those from the Truth or Dare rounds. No markings, no clues.

Howar wiped the sticky mess off his face, the sight of the cards dredging up bitter memories.

"Do I really... only get to draw a card?"

Click. Buzz-

The lightbulb died. The clown switched on a flashlight under its chin. Shadows warped its red-painted face into black smears.

"What do you think? Hahaha!" Its pupils rolled upward in madness.

Howar turned away, wiped phantom sweat from his brow, and snatched the card on the left by memory.

[Tutorial complete]

The system prompt flared.

[Returning: 5...4...3...2...1]

White data light disassembled his body. The card in his hand reformed into something cold and solid.

Reality. City C. Sidewalk.

The crosswalk light ticked from sixty to fifty-nine. Fifty-eight. Fifty-seven.

The scene matched exactly where Howar had been before the truck hit him. People screamed, took photos, walked away indifferently. Cars honked in gridlock.

As if his time in the game had never existed.

A gust of night wind made him shiver. The cold weight in his pocket pressed against his phone. He yanked up his hood and shoved both hands deep into his jacket, walking home.

Only now did he study the glowing game interface.

[Character: Yi Tingye (F)]
[Cleared Dungeons: 0]
[Points: -500][Player: Howar]
[Character: Yi Tingye (F)]
[Cleared Dungeons: 0]
[Points: -500]
So bare it looked unfinished, like a lazy developer's draft. No matter what he touched, nothing responded.

Passersby stared at his frantic gestures, then noticed the "Saikou" slogan on his hoodie and nodded in amused understanding before leaving him alone.

At home, squinting, Howar finally spotted tiny needle-thin words hidden between the interface text.

[Warning: Points cannot be spent at 0. If total reaches -1000 and remains unpaid within 48 hours, game qualification will be revoked. Exchange cost non-refundable]

[Reminder 1: First resurrection cost 500 points. Losing qualification = exchange with the unknown]

[Reminder 2: Players who exchanged life for entry will pay double resurrection cost and have half the repayment time]

The print blinked out as soon as he finished reading.
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Chapter 4 - This Shut-in Isn't Right
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Confirming the system panel held no further information, Howar shut it down and pulled his house key from his pocket.

Click-

The key snapped in half. He stared at the broken remnant in his hand.

[Item: Worn-out Key]
[Rank: F]
[Effect: Unlock doors (Note: defective item, one use only, works on very few doors)]
[Status: Destroyed]
Three black lines practically slid down Howar's forehead. His luck never changed.

At least the fragment slid out easily, sparing him the nightmare of searching for a locksmith at night.

Thunk.

The door closed.

Exhaling, Howar slumped down against the wall.

His phone screen lit up with another headline from the news feed:
[Shocking! Drunk truck driver dead, witness mysteriously caught up in the incident...]
He swiped it away, grabbed a can of soda from the fridge, popped it open, and chugged half at the door.

Dinner was gone with the accident, so he poured hot water from his thermos into instant noodles. The broken key lay discarded on the table.

While waiting, he sank into the sofa, eyes fixed on it.

The one-bedroom apartment was cluttered with anime posters, odd costumes, snack wrappers, tangled gaming wires. Cabinets overflowed with manga and glass cases of figurines polished to a shine.

A textbook otaku's den.

Except-

On the window shelf sat a heavy, timeworn notebook.

The autumn wind rifled its pages. The handwriting ranged from childish to clear to scrawled. Every entry was signed "Howar."

Most records were heavily crossed out. The later ones devolved into sketches. Snippets remained:

"Why do Mom and Dad smile like that? I asked my sister but she said she never saw it, thought I was teasing her."
"Masks! Dad said it was a prank. I saw it by accident."
"That smile hasn't come back."
"Something's strange... I think they're hinting at something."
"Sis has changed. Her smile-it's the same one I saw as a child. Same angle, same curve. Wrong. Absolutely wrong. I'll solve it."
"Day 1, parents missing."
"Why doesn't anyone remember them? Not even my sister. Why?!"
"Day xxxx, parents missing. Day xx, sister missing."
"That smile. That smile!!"
"Profile based on evidence: Codename-Smiling Mask."
The sketches grew into faceless silhouettes. Only the mask remained, grinning wider, more twisted with every page.

Then nothing but blank paper.

By the time Howar finished noodles and chips, the broken key dissolved into white data, gone forever.

"Achoo-!"

He rushed to slam the windows shut and snapped the notebook closed. With a grimace, he shoved it back under the cabinet.

Midnight.

He dropped his controller, frustrated at another game loss.

His teammates were hopeless.

But persistence paid off. Repeatedly calling up the system panel finally revealed something new.

[Enter dungeon now?]
[Yes/No][Yes]
He had no choice. The warnings about negative points were a sword over his neck. His current life was only on loan.

[Dungeon loading... Complete]

[Dungeon: Prophet, Prophet, Where Are You?]
[Players: 4]
[Difficulty: F+]
[Reward: +200 points, one game-related question]
[Failure: -100 points]
[Hint: Watch the performance carefully. There's a hidden reward (we're spelling it out for you).]
Buzz-

The room vanished into darkness. Static crackled in his ears. His body shifted from lying down to standing, then froze. Only his vision remained free, like a spectator in a cinema.

Unlike the tutorial, this dungeon began with a "performance."

A warm spotlight lit a miniature stage.

Crude paper-cut backdrops formed a crooked farmhouse in a countryside field.

"Prophet, prophet, where are you?"

Dozens of children's voices sang from the dark.

The light, the handmade scenery, the childish tune-like a kindergarten play. Except the music.

The orchestra was warped, instruments groaning in disharmony. On the podium, a conductor laughed wildly, thrashing his baton. The lyrics blurred into chants, dissolving into ritual-summoning something from the dark.

Howar's nerves prickled.

The performance had begun.
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Chapter 5 - Prophet, Prophet, Where Are You?
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A little paper rabbit, propped up by sticks, hopped into the stage background and stopped before a thatched hut. It turned its head left and right, then bounced twice.

Knock, knock, knock-

The twisted orchestra cut off. The paper door opened. Out stepped a bent farmer puppet, its wooden arms trembling as it pointed to the far end of the stage.

"The farmer tells you-"
"The prophet is in the forest."
The hut and fields sank into the stage. Paper trees replaced them. The rabbit hopped forward, the staggered scenery creating the illusion of running.

"Prophet, prophet, where are you?"

The rabbit halted. A wooden cabin appeared among the trees.

Knock, knock, knock-

It politely knocked. Out came a hunter with a gun.

Startled, the rabbit jumped back, but the hunter only smiled and aimed his gun offstage.

"The hunter tells you-"
"The prophet is in the cave."
The paper scene changed again. Trees thinned into rocky cliffs.

The rabbit bounded forward until a dark cave mouth appeared.

It paused, then eagerly hopped inside.

The stage lights died, plunging the audience into darkness.

"Prophet, prophet, where are you?"

Crack-crunch-

Cardboard and sticks splintered. A flash of pale lightning lit the stage.

A hulking beast's shadow gnashed with countless teeth. In the cave corner, a stick-figure skeleton cowered.

"Prophet, prophet, where are you..."

The nursery rhyme ended. The show was over.

Howar's feet touched solid ground. His body unlocked. He shielded his eyes against the sudden daylight.

Four players, just as the system promised, stood in a square formation.

Outside their few square meters, the world was frozen in black and white, as if they were trapped in a private cage.

"Elvira Guo. F-12."

The tallest, a square-jawed nearly two meters, spoke first. He wore only a sweat-stained undershirt.

The others stared blankly, even Howar. Guo sighed.

"So, all newbies? You just cleared the tutorial?"

A boy who looked like an elementary student nodded nervously.

"Figures." Guo scratched his head. "Co-op dungeons usually start with a freeze time. About five minutes. It's for introductions."

"No name tags, no formal ranks. Just your role name, letter grade, and cleared dungeons."

"For me: Elvira, F-12. The grade means little. The number means everything."

Puffing out his chest, the boy proudly declared: "Street Racer, F-0."

"Blithe, F-0."

The woman tied her long hair back. She wore a black tracksuit, belted at the waist, a dagger at her hip. Prepared, efficient, dangerous.

Saikou-looked ridiculous.Compared to them, Howar's hoodie-bright with the word Saikou-looked ridiculous.

"Yi Tingye, F-0." He quickly looked away from Blithe's sharp gaze. "Uh, Blithe... your belt..."

She glanced down. The buckle had popped loose. Her cheeks flushed red.

"Thanks." She tightened it and turned aside, muttering so faintly her thanks barely registered.

Howar's pocket grew heavy. He pulled out a strange smartphone. The device scanned his fingerprint and unlocked.

"Looks like it's starting," Guo said, pulling out the same model.

"System sometimes gives us dungeon phones. Contacts list only has our numbers. Exchange them, and we can stay in touch inside."

"Why is mine a kiddie smartwatch?!" the boy wailed. "System, don't treat me like a child!"

The watch stayed.

Led by Guo, they exchanged contacts. His presence naturally set him as the leader.

The phone screen read ten a.m., frozen.

"You saw the play. We'll repeat the lines in order. Elvira, Blithe, Street Racer, Yi Tingye. Agreed?"

"Fine, but..." Blithe froze mid-sentence. She stepped back, muscles tensed like a predator, hand on her dagger.

"In a co-op dungeon, why share so much with strangers? Aren't you afraid one of us isn't human?"

"Or maybe this is the price. What are you trying to take from us?"

Guo didn't flinch. He shrugged. "Nothing. I just want to keep playing. The only cost is my pride. I need your trust."

His square face hardened, a tremor running through his bulk. Fear flashed in his eyes, as if dredging up a nightmare.

To break the tension, Howar raised his hand like a schoolboy. "No problem. Big bro Elvira, let's start."

Guo blinked, then gave him a grateful nod. "Alright."

"Prophet, prophet, where are you?"
"The farmer tells you-"
"The prophet is in the forest."
"Prophet, prophet, where are you?"
"The hunter tells you-"
"The prophet is in the cave."
"Prophet, prophet, where are you?"
"Prophet, prophet, where are you..."
The four echoed the rhyme line by line.

As Howar spoke the last word, color bled back into the frozen world. The scene moved again.

The dungeon had officially begun.
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Howar fiddled with the strange smartphone. Aside from the contacts list and a few basic functions, almost nothing worked.

He tried the browser.

"Still want internet? Pfft!"

Blood-red letters oozed across the black screen before a grinning ghost face smashed the display.

Howar flinched-then realized it was just a shutoff animation. The phone snapped back to its lock screen. The signal bar showed only a mocking question mark.

Refusing to give up, he tapped the Games folder.

To his surprise, a simple platformer ran perfectly. It even had a "Special Exchange Game Map."

Howar: "?"

"Cough. Yi, don't waste time. If you're lucky, you'll find that at a merchant later."

Elvira patted his shoulder. "It's cheap. Good for boredom. Let's stay on task."

"Right, big bro Elvira." Howar obediently pocketed the phone.

"You should see the contact list shows online or offline. Online means alive in the dungeon. Offline means dead. But death here doesn't always equal failure. From the stage play and the dungeon name, I'd say the goal is: find the prophet."

"Agreed." Blithe nodded. "But the system doesn't even state victory conditions? Players must figure it out themselves?"

"Depends on the dungeon," Guo sighed. "Sometimes it's clear. Sometimes it's like this-nothing at all. Pure luck."

Howar grimaced.

"From the show, the 'farmer' and 'hunter' likely exist here. They died in the play, but they should hold clues. And the skeleton in the cave might be the prophet. If so, we just need to find him before the wolf does."

"So I suggest we split up. Each of us takes a sector. If anyone finds something, call the rest."

"Fine."
"No problem."
"Mm."
They agreed.

A rusted signpost creaked nearby, its nails long corroded. The white letters pointing north, south, east, and west were faded to smears.

Though the phones read 10:00 a.m., the sky was dim, smothered in clouds heavy with impending rain.

A perfect setting for something horrific.

Behind them loomed a three-story playground sculpture: children astride unicorns spiraling upward through painted clouds. Once it read Fairyland Park. Now paint peeled away, steel bled rust, the children's eyes dripped scarlet tears.

The park plaza spread in four stone paths converging beneath the statue.

Blithe headed north. Street Racer dashed east, bounding like a husky freed from its leash. Elvira took the south. Howar was left with the west.

Seeing him hesitate, Guo waved back. "Relax. F-rank dungeons aren't too hard. Go."

Howar nodded and turned.

The west path was lined with weeds up to his ankles. Collapsed tents sagged under withered vines. Rats perched boldly, staring.

West Zone, Fairyland Park.

He passed rusting swings, a crumbling slide, a carousel, a kiddie fortress. All ruined.

Snap!

A stall sign broke loose, wires dangling. A rat scuttled over it.

"Yeah, I'm gone." Howar muttered. With teeth like that, they could chew through bone.

He kept his phone screen on, thumb hovering over the contacts.

Then-a working booth.

A faded red rope dangled from the frame, suspending ruined teddy bears like hanged corpses.

Behind the counter stood a figure in a filthy yellow uniform, body crooked, cap pulled low.

Hearing Howar's steps, it jerked. Its head spun around in the cold wind.

A skull. Flesh long gone.

"H-hello...?"

The head stopped, sockets staring into Howar's eyes.

Crack, crack, crack-

The uniform disintegrated. The skeleton collapsed into fragments. The skull rolled to the road's edge and stopped, empty sockets fixed on him.

Gulp.

Howar swallowed and crept back.

"Young man," rasped a voice behind him, "want a fortune telling?"

A withered hand, like a black branch, rested on his shoulder.

"I can read your past, your future... everything you wish to know..."

Clatter-

His phone hit the ground, screen open to the call log. No outgoing calls were there.
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Chapter 7 - Hey, Wait!
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Fairyland Park, East Zone.

"Just finding something? That's it? Too easy!"

Street Racer stopped in front of a shabby little Hunter's Cabin. He wiped his nose in a dramatic anime pose, put his hands on his hips, and let a cocky grin curl across his face.

A gust of wind swept dead leaves across his feet.

"Tch." Finally realizing there was no audience, Street Racer grumbled and opened his phone-watch. He dialed each teammate in turn, reporting his location.

"So... so fast?"

too good.Hearing Howar's surprised praise through the call, he tilted his head back smugly, ponytail whipping in the wind. For a moment he basked in the loneliness of being too good.

He had run the whole way. No one could be faster than him!

But soon impatience set in. He crouched, stood, paced back and forth on the gravel, glancing constantly at the silent cabin.

It felt like over ten minutes-why was no one here yet?

Five meters ahead stood the "Hunter's Cabin." Surrounding it was a cardboard forest, like a blown-up replica of the stage play. A crude wooden cabin sat at the center, its door shut tight.

Rotting planks, riddled with wormholes, left no gaps to see inside. Darkness pressed against the wood, swallowing all outside light.

All was quiet.

"Doesn't look dangerous at all..." he muttered.

Through his still-open call came the sound of Howar running-heavy breaths, the clang of bumping into obstacles.

"W-wait... we're coming! Hey, wait up!"

"I'm not waiting. Worst case, I just run if it's dangerous."

Street Racer circled the cabin, peering through cracks as though he hadn't even heard Howar. Then he hung up in one press, tugged his hood low, and approached the door with a forced air of cool.

Knock, knock, knock!

"Wait! Hey!"

Howar shouted into his phone while running, but only a busy tone answered. He stuffed the device away and pushed his body harder. His avatar's appearance could change, but the physical stats clearly followed his real-world body.

And Howar hadn't run like this in years. His lungs burned, his muscles wobbled, and no matter how hard he forced himself, his speed barely improved.

"Ch-ch!"

Rats scattered from collapsing stalls behind him.

A minute later, Howar staggered to a halt before the Hunter's Cabin, panting and waving to show he'd arrived.

But then he froze.

The park... it's growing.

That was the thought that struck him. The houses were the same size, but new ones had appeared along the way, sliding into the gaps like puzzle pieces, expanding the park with each breath of time.

"I'm here-?!" Howar started, then choked on the words.

At the cabin door, Street Racer stood rigid, legs shaking, eyes pleading for help.

A shotgun barrel protruded from the doorway, pressed against his forehead.

or not, the gleaming steel left no doubt about its power.

Inside the cabin loomed a hunched figure nearly two meters tall, dressed exactly like the stage's hunter.

But his left side was already skeletal. His left eye a hollow socket, his right eye burning with malice.

It was as if he wanted to devour both intruders alive.

"You came in the wrong order," the hunter rasped.

Bang!

The gun fired. Sparks burst against Street Racer's forehead. His skull shattered into pure white data, blood spraying across Howar's face.

Howar slowly wiped it away.

The body collapsed, dissolving into white light, leaving behind only a phone-watch and-

-a harmless white rabbit?

The hunter stooped, grabbed the rabbit by its ears, and without sparing Howar a glance, slammed the cabin door shut.

Elvira arrived moments later, phone in hand, stunned at the sight. Blithe trailed shortly behind.

"It wasn't me-!"

Howar, drenched in blood, instantly raised his hands in surrender, his face twisted with fear and despair.

"You've got one minute to explain." Blithe blocked Guo, stopping five meters away.

"I-I swear, he was already knocking when I got here! Then the hunter shot him, he turned into that rabbit, and-look, I don't even have a weapon! Oh, and before firing, the hunter said we came in the wrong order. Also, I think the park is expanding!"

He babbled at lightning speed, nearly tripping over his words.

"Bring me the farmer's wheat, and I'll guide you."

The deep voice came from inside, along with the chop of a cleaver.

Blithe frowned. They had all heard the shot earlier.

"...Fine. I'll believe you for now."

The contacts list confirmed Street Racer's icon had gone dim. Blithe carefully edged to the door and retrieved the watch.

Silence. The chopping stopped. The hunter remained inside, unmoving.

So long as they didn't knock, it seemed safe.

"What... what do we do?" Howar whispered.

"Bring me the farmer's wheat, and I'll guide you."

The hunter repeated the line like a machine.

No matter what they asked, the reply was always the same.

"Looks like that's all we'll get here." Guo spread his hands.

Blithe concluded, "Time's limited. Let's keep searching our sectors. If the others are like this, then so long as we don't push our luck, we should be fine. The moment we find something, we regroup."

Both Guo and Howar agreed. The three split again, leaving the East Zone behind.

The Hunter's Cabin sat at the zone's far edge. The new structures seemed to replicate outward in some strange pattern, but none of them resembled a farm.

If the "farm" existed, it was more likely hidden in one of the other unexplored regions.
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Chapter 8 - One, Two, Three... Scarecrow
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Fairyland Park, North Zone, 10:40 a.m.

"I found the farm-behind Building 32 in the North Zone... Be careful. Please, don't come near here!"

The farmland looked just like the stage set in the miniature theater: cardboard fields of wheat, each no larger than four or five square meters. In the middle of each stood a farmer-shaped scarecrow.

Their costumes were frayed and weathered, the straw inside mottled and moldy, spilling out through gaps in their broken frames.

The fields had replicated at least once, boxing Blithe into the center with no way forward or back.

At the farthest end-well out of her reach-stood another scarecrow. Its tattered hat was tucked with a fresh stalk of wheat, as though just plucked from the field.

Gulp.

Blithe swallowed hard. Sweat beaded on her pale face.

Stay calm. Calm...

Her phone sat at the edge of her pocket. Without caring whether her voice would carry that far, she pressed the hang-up button and immediately froze.

Even such a touch...

Rustle-

Every scarecrow in the field turned its head toward her, soulless faces locked onto her.

Eyes of buttons and stones should have been harmless-but now they radiated suffocating malice.

She had only managed to warn one teammate. Whoever answered-Guo or Howar-she hoped they'd tell the other.

Two minutes later.

Guo arrived, supporting Howar, whose left arm was badly injured.

Guo himself was mostly intact. Howar, however, looked miserable: his sweatshirt sleeve was torn to ribbons, his arm scorched and bloodied, the red soaking down half his body.

He was pale from blood loss, gritting his teeth through the pain, but conscious.

"Don't come closer!"

Hearing footsteps on the gravel behind her, Blithe barked a warning.

"Speaking won't startle them, but... I can't move. Be careful."

"What's happening?"

Howar, grimacing through the pain, stared at the more experienced player for answers. He'd been picked up by Guo after a phone call but hadn't seen what happened here.

Guo's expression was grim, veins bulging around the phone in his hand. "So many monsters... and this is only rated F+ difficulty..."

His usually honest, square face twisted into a snarl.

"If I move, I'll die," Blithe answered stiffly, still facing the field.

"I can't last long. The wheat's on that scarecrow at the far end."

Guo set Howar down by the roadside, then approached the edge of the field, phone in hand.

The two nearest scarecrows slowly and stiffly turned their heads toward him.

One minute. Two minutes.

Howar, trying not to distract them, crouched at the side, quietly watching.

"...One, two, three." He muttered, narrowing his eyes.

Behind Blithe, one scarecrow's head rotated back slightly.

Red Light, Green Light! There must be blind spots in their vision!"Guo's furrowed brows suddenly relaxed. The realization struck. "Blithe, listen to me. This is Red Light, Green Light! There must be blind spots in their vision!"

"Ha-Howar, nice catch..."

From the edge, Guo could see what Blithe couldn't.

Alone, she'd never escape. Breaking the rules would mean ending up like Street Racer.

But with allies outside the field, as long as it hadn't grown into an inescapable trap, there was hope.

"...One, two, three-step left!" Guo counted.

At his command, Blithe shifted sideways. Her hand darted out and plucked the stalk of wheat from the farmer scarecrow's hat.

It was like flipping a switch. Malice still radiated from every figure, but something held them back. Even as Blithe turned and carefully walked out, none attacked.

Fairyland Park, East Zone, Hunter's Cabin. 10:57 a.m.

Knock, knock, knock.

Blithe tapped the cabin door with the wheat in hand. Guo stood behind, shielding Howar between them.

When she had returned and seen Howar's wounds, her face had gone pale.

Howar, weak but lucid, explained: he'd been forced into a balloon-shooting game. His toy gun exploded in his hands. Without Guo's timely rescue, he'd have died there.

Perhaps as repayment for Howar's earlier insight, or simply preparing for more teamwork-based trials, Guo and Blithe agreed to protect him for now.

Howar was both flattered and embarrassed, but didn't resist.

Creak-

The wooden door opened. The Hunter, shotgun in hand, stooped out when he saw the wheat.

Howar shrank behind Blithe.

But compared to the suffocating malice from before, the Hunter now felt almost... lazy, like a bear full after a meal.

He took the wheat from Blithe, clamped it between his teeth like a cigarette, then pointed lazily toward the far end of the East Zone.

"?!"

Blithe stepped back instinctively.

At the end of the gravel road-where there had been nothing-boulders crashed down, cardboard trees twisted into clawing, grinning deadwood.

The road shifted into a muddy mountain trail, stretching into pure blackness where no daylight reached.

The ground trembled, then stilled.

Blithe turned to speak-

-but in the darkness, two inverted wolf's eyes lit up like lanterns.

Shhk-!

A claw the size of a man's body slashed down. Blithe froze in shock, bisected at the waist. Her form dissolved into white data light, blood spraying across Howar's face.

Howar looked up-only to be tackled to the side by Guo.

The claw struck empty stone, debris flying into Howar's wound, making him hiss in agony.

"Don't freeze! Run! We can't save her!"

Guo hauled Howar up and sprinted toward the park's plaza.

Bang!
"Awooooo-!"
Behind them came the thunder of the Hunter's gunshot, mingled with a wolf's howl, pained yet ecstatic.
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Chapter 9 - Wolf on the Hunt
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Howar was nearly lifted off the ground by Guo's strength as he dragged him along. He turned back toward the noise.

A wolf.

But not a living beast. From the blackness stepped a grotesque creature: fur rotted away in clumps, strips of flesh dangling.

Its body was woven from writhing, screaming souls, their twisted features stretching across its hide, packed so densely it made the stomach churn.

In its eyes burned a phosphorescent blue fire. From its forepaws extended half-meter blades sharp enough to slice stone like butter, widening the road so it could pass.

The two-meter-tall Hunter looked like a child playing at war in front of this monstrosity.

His shotgun blasted a hole half the size of an in the beast's chest. The wolf didn't flinch. It leapt from the rubble, shook itself, and threw back its head in a chilling howl.

Howooooo-

The Hunter chambered another round. The wheat stalk clenched in his teeth glowed, burning slowly to ash.

His one good eye sighted down the barrel, fixing on the wolf's glowing gaze.

Bang!

The recoil drove him back several steps.

Howar had no doubt: if the Street Racer had taken that shot, he would have been obliterated before even turning to white light.

But the wolf? The round slammed into its skull. It only twitched its head as if swatting a gnat. The souls near its eye burst, exposing a black metal-like skull beneath.

Crunch-snap, crack-

A claw swept up. The Hunter's head split open. His body was tossed into the wolf's jaws, chewed apart.

Bloody scraps fell from between its teeth. The blue fire in its eyes flared brighter. The wound closed as the souls re-knit, their whispers mocking the Hunter's futile defiance.

you're not even worth a bite.And clearly telling Howar: you're not even worth a bite.

Fairyland Park, Central Plaza.

Guo's phone screen lit up. Time: 11:00.

The four zones of the park blurred, then snapped back into focus-larger, sprawling. The park was now a vast ruin maze, roads branching endlessly.

Had they been a moment slower, even reaching the plaza would have been impossible.

The wolf, however, was unbothered by shifting terrain. It crushed buildings beneath its paws, stalking toward them, almost leisurely.

It was playing with them, savoring their fear.

"Guo... can we even escape?" Howar's voice trembled.

"Relax. F+ difficulty. There has to be a way out."

Guo patted his shoulder.

Then his square, honest face began to rot. In a breath, his shirt soaked through with blood. Flesh sagged and peeled from bone. His eyes-still fresh-burned with killing intent.

At last.

Finally.

No more waiting.

His jaw cracked wide, ready to bite off Howar's head.

And just as Howar looked up-

!!!

Howar rolled, barely dodging. He didn't look back, bolting deeper into the park.

"?"

For three stunned seconds, Guo froze, like a hunter watching his kill suddenly fly away.

"COME BACK!!!"

The roar tore through the plaza, echoing across the park.

Howar stumbled, nearly falling.

Guo lunged, bones sprouting into claws, almost closing around him.

But Howar threw himself behind the ruins of a crumbling building. In an instant, he vanished.

Guo clawed the rubble apart. Nothing. Not even a drop of blood. His eyes blazed with rage.

"Why won't you just DIE! Where can you hide?!"

The wolf mirrored his fury, rampaging through the East Zone. Buildings crumbled like paper.

But as time passed, the beast shimmered, fading, losing substance. Its suffocating pressure weakened; its body grew half-transparent.

It rolled into the North Zone, crushing everything faster and faster.

No more hiding. I'll smoke you out.

Guo waited at the central signpost, back to the cleared East Zone. The moment Howar appeared-

Click-

The sound of a gun cocking echoed behind him.

Howar crouched by a shattered statue, Hunter's massive shotgun braced against stone, aimed squarely at Guo's skull.

A game panel flashed in his eyes:

[Item: Hunter's Shotgun]

	



Grade: E


	

	



Effect: Everything in the crosshairs is prey. Idiot-proof aim assist: never miss! (If you still miss, give up on guns.)


	

	



Note: Cannot be taken out of the dungeon.


	

	



Status: Old, damaged, one round left.


	


Bang!

"The Seer... is here," Howar muttered hoarsely.

[Dungeon Cleared]

	



Rabbit Team: one survivor. Puzzle solved. Victory.


	

	



Wolf Team: Guo killed. Failure.


	

	



Settlement...


	


[Game Points +200 | Current: -300]
[Hidden Reward: Wolf-slayer Bonus +100 | Current: -200]
The shotgun clattered from his hands, now useless scrap. Howar leaned against the statue, closing his eyes.

There was still one more reward.
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Chapter 10 - Does Anything Really Go?
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"Impressive. Why don't you tell this how you figured it out?"

The voice was ancient, dry. Howar opened his eyes. Everything around him drained of color, falling back into the still, black-and-white emptiness from when he had first entered the dungeon. Time itself had stopped.

Only Howar-and the figure now standing before him-remained.

It was a withered corpse in a tattered black robe. Its flesh had long since dried into black leather stretched tight over bone. It walked-if that word could apply-slowly through the air, as if no road was needed, moving toward him.

In its right hand was a staff made of dead branches. The bones of its hand had fused with the wood, and the staff seemed to be the only thing holding up its brittle body.

Empty sockets "looked" at him. From its chin hung a beard so long it brushed its ankles.

"You're... the Seer?" Howar asked, unsure.

"Ah, yes. It's been a long time since anyone called me that... Or perhaps my memory is poor, and I've simply forgotten..."

Its words dragged out as slowly as its steps. "Back to the dungeon-tell me what you saw. In exchange, as a reward, you may ask your questions... and ask them at length."

It tried to clap, but only managed to pat its staff once with its left hand.

Two meters away, the Seer stopped. From the ground sprouted more dead branches, weaving into a simple wooden chair. It sat down, like a ready to listen.

Howar stared, dumbfounded. The Seer only stroked its long beard in silence.

"Honestly, I was just... a little lucky."

"Oh?"

Howar rummaged through his hoodie pocket and pulled out a blood-soaked paper scrap. The paper, fragile to begin with, tore into pieces at the lightest pull.

He looked awkward. "This appeared after Blithe died. Must've been some item she had. It basically said Guo was dangerous, that I should watch out, and the wolf was probably his doing."

"The Hunter's reaction showed he didn't know the wolf would appear. Combined with the 'box theater' hints, I figured Guo was the wolf-the enemy of the rabbits."

"But earlier he helped Blithe escape the farm..."

"If he really was the enemy, the fact that he kept checking the time made me wonder-was there some time restriction stopping him from striking again too quickly?"

The Seer nodded. "The wolf kills once every thirty minutes."

"And the contact list," Howar went on. "The way it shows deaths... it feels less like co-op, more like a deathmatch."

He pulled out his phone. Only his name still showed "online." Everyone else was grayed out, dead.

"So... I didn't fully trust Blithe. But her warning made me pay closer attention. That's how I caught Guo's transformation."

He mimed the massive wolf with his hands, a shiver running through him. "The beast's roar covered my escape. Guo wasn't watching the East Zone closely. That's when I grabbed the gun. And... well, the rest you know."

When he finished, the Seer only sat in silence, staring. Wrapped in its blackened skin, the skull betrayed no emotion.

Weak. Mostly guesses. Slightly sharp observation. Survived by luck. That was the impression.

Howar fidgeted under the silence, rubbing his forehead again and again.

"...You may ask now," the Seer finally said.

Howar hesitated.

"R-really... anything?"

"As long as it's about the game, I will answer all, without reservation."

The Seer nodded with confidence.

"Then tell me about-'Smiling Face'..."

[WARNING!]
[WARNING!!]
[WARNING!!!]
The word had barely left his lips before scarlet system alerts filled his vision, blotting out the world.

The phrase dissolved into meaningless noise in his throat. The park plunged into night. No lights. No shapes. Only suffocating black.

"Smiling Face..." the Seer whispered.

"No! I don't know! I don't know-spare me! Spare me!"

Its begging was frantic, desperate, utterly unlike its earlier slowness.

Howar didn't wait. He leapt down from the statue, running blind in the opposite direction.

The plaza stretched endlessly, no obstacles, just the crunch of gravel underfoot. Yet the red warnings still filled his sight, forming a cage around him.

Bang!

Vrrrmmm-

Something crashed through a barrier. Heavy, bear-like breaths, mixed with the pull of a chainsaw's throttle, echoed behind him.

The shriek of tearing wood, the Seer's scream ripped apart. Shards of bone and splinters flew past, one grazing Howar's cheek and drawing blood.

He trembled but did not stop, arms over his head in a feeble defense.

[WARNING!]

His breath came ragged. His untrained body screamed in protest.

[WARNING!!]

The red text darkened, as if written in blood. The letters bled, merging into a hideous mass before his eyes.

Bang!

He slammed headfirst into an invisible wall. Pain shot through him as he fell to the gravel, skin tearing. A lump swelled on his skull.

[Player Ye Ting may never mention 'Smiling Face' again in the Exchange Game.]
[Violation = Instant Erasure]
[Points -500 | Current: -700][PLAYER HAS TOUCHED A FORBIDDEN SUBJECT]
[Player Howar may never mention 'Smiling Face' again in the Exchange Game.]
[Violation = Instant Erasure]
[Points -500 | Current: -700]
The scarlet warnings branded themselves into his vision.

Behind him, the Seer's screams ended. The chainsaw growls and heavy breathing receded into the distance.

Howar curled on the ground, clutching his face, shaking like an animal before a predator.

The warnings slowly faded, leaving only afterimages burned into his eyes.

[Returning in: 5... 4... 3... 2... 1...]

"Found you..."

Beneath his bloodied hand, his lips curled upward.

The smile spread, wider, wider-until it reached his ears.

Then his body dissolved into white data light, leaving Fairyland Park in silence.
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Chapter 11 - Sharp As a Needle
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Reality.

Howar opened his eyes in his bed, flexing his left arm to shake off the faint discomfort.

The injuries from his character in the dungeon hadn't carried over into reality-only the ghost of pain lingered, a phantom ache.

That, at least, was good news.

But compared to what he had truly gained...

Howar pressed a hand to his face, hiding the smile tugging at his lips.

How long had it been since he'd felt this happy?

The story he told the Seer in the game was only half true.

Even without the clown doll's reminder-"nice guys don't survive"-or Elvira's long record of clearing twelve dungeons, Howar had already seen through him.

Guo's acting was painfully bad, obvious from the start.

I knew at first glance you weren't a good person.

The note he "revealed" had been prepared ahead of time, just in case he ran into the Seer.

Guo's victory condition was clearly the death of all three of them-but he had plenty of restrictions:

He was required to "guide." He could only kill one person every thirty minutes. After eleven o'clock, the park tilted the environment to favor the rabbits. His time frame for acting must've been limited.

The reckless move by the "street racer" hadn't been in Guo's plan. Otherwise, that guy should've been Guo's first target.

The way Guo deliberately split them up, and sent Howar toward the "forced entertainment" areas, showed exactly that.

If Howar had stopped the racer earlier, he could've bought time to deal with the crisis in his own way and then carefully unravel the rest of the puzzle.

The final piece fell into place when the Hunter opened the cave. That was when Howar knew victory was certain.

The dungeon's name-Where Is the Seer?-was itself the rabbits' win condition.

To put it simply: discover the wolf. The one who discovered it became the "Seer."

That's why, after killing Guo, Howar had said what he did.

He sat up, rushed into the bathroom, and splashed his face with icy autumn water.

The cold shocked his grin into submission.

In the mirror, he saw himself clearly.

Black hair, unkempt from neglect. Eyes dulled from too many late nights. His face pale but still sharp, spoiled only by the scruff on his chin dragging down his spirit.

He was barely in his twenties, but looked like a burned-out programmer pushing forty.

Fingers brushed the rough stubble on his jaw as he sank into thought.

Half a hour later-

A snap of his fingers echoed in the bathroom. The reflection staring back was renewed, clean-shaven, neat.

Howar whistled. "Sharp as a needle. Damn, I look good."

The traces of exhaustion were still there, but otherwise it was like looking at a different man-one you couldn't ignore in a crowd.

Anyone who saw the before and after would ask: Who the hell are you?

Tidying up the mess in the bathroom, Howar went back to his desk. He sat down, switched on the lamp, stretched, and drew pen and paper from the drawer.

"Time to organize the clues."

The pen spun three times in his fingers before he clicked the cap open and scribbled two bold headings:

[Ghost]:
[Monstrosity]:
Chewing the cap, he tapped the desk, then began writing in swift strokes:

[Ghost]: There exist ghost players in the game.
They seem human, but can't fully suppress their ghostly nature...
Unclear whether their tasks must oppose ours. Enemy? Or potential allies? Watch closely in future dungeons.

He sketched Guo's face, alongside the short-haired girl from the tutorial.

[Monstrosity]:

	



Entities without player identity, malicious toward players, restricted by dungeon rules.


	

	



Certain special existences inside the dungeon (clown, Seer, chainsaw...)


	

	



(to be added)


	


Next to it, he drew not the clown or the Seer, but a mask: a twisted, grinning face-the same as the one sketched in that diary.

[Cost of losing the game = Exchange with monstrosity]

He circled the phrase hard, memory dragging him somewhere painful.

"If we lose the cost of the game... would they replace us in reality?"

Rip-

He tore the page into shreds, crushed it into a ball, and tossed it into the trash.

"Bingo."

Perfect shot.

"What a sick joke..."

The game forced humans and ghosts together, pitted against enemies while still suspecting teammates. Ghost players must be dealing with the same.

And when monstrosities bled into reality? The system didn't care. Not in the slightest.

Maybe reality itself had its own dungeons-leaving the cleanup to players.

Howar pulled up his system panel.

[Character: Yi Tingye (F)]
[Cleared Dungeons: 1]
[Points: -700]
[WARNING!! Player may never mention 'Smiling Face' in any form during the Exchange Game. Violation = instant erasure.][Player: Howar]
[Character: Yi Tingye (F)]
[Cleared Dungeons: 1]
[Points: -700]
[WARNING!! Player may never mention 'Smiling Face' in any form during the Exchange Game. Violation = instant erasure.]
The warning was burned into his panel in blood-red font.

His entry option was on cooldown again. No one could jump straight back into the game, even if they wanted to.

This wasn't Howar's first brush with the Exchange Game. Not really.

His parents. His sister. They had all hinted at its existence when he was younger.

But now-

No one remembered them. Not in the world's records, not in family registers, nowhere. It was as if they had never existed.

Howar had been institutionalized for delusions, forced to drop out, treated for "hallucinations."

When he stabilized, they let him go.

But his memories, and the world's version of his past, belonged to two different people.

The game could rewrite reality.

It could erase entire lives as if they'd never been.

And if such a system had marked "Smiling Face" as forbidden-had even slaughtered the Seer at the mere mention of the name...

What kind of existence must that be?

On the surface, Howar had gained nothing. He'd been penalized, driven deeper into debt, one step from disqualification.

But in truth, that warning was his greatest reward.

It confirmed his guess as fact.

The strange smiles of his parents and sister. Their whispered hints about the game. Their disappearance, leaving only his memory of them. The driver's grin at his moment of death. The game's confirmation, and its desperate censorship.

All of it pointed to one conclusion.

"I will find you."

Howar closed his eyes.

"I swear."
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Chapter 12 - We're Just Fellow Patients
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The next day, noon.

"Luck, luck, come my way-"

The phone buzzing on Howar's pillow blasted that obnoxious "unlucky man's theme song," yanking him out of his dreams.

Half-asleep, he considered just hanging up and rolling over.

In the end, he hit answer.

"Bro Howar, you promised to carry me this season. Don't tell me you're-"

Beep-beep-beep.

Howar hung up before the voice could finish, tossed the phone onto the desk, buried his head under the pillow, and promptly fell back asleep.

Bed at 5 a.m., wake at 2 p.m.-normal.

He had sworn to fix his schedule, to take better care of his body. But decades of habit don't die overnight.

An hour later-

Click. The key turned. Someone walked in, with zero sense of being a guest-shut the door, swapped shoes, set them on the rack.

He fetched a Coke from the fridge, cracked it open, gulped, and unpacked his takeout.

Spicy hotpot fragrance filled the room.

The movements were so practiced, they bordered on muscle memory. Clearly not the first time.

A minute later.

Yawning, Howar emerged from his room, grabbed a Coke, and sat across from him.

"Wait-who the hell are you?" The young froze.

"Your Bro Howar." Howar brushed his bangs aside, pulled the tab. "Eat first, then I'll carry you. After that, I've got family business."

The other's eyes narrowed. Phone in hand.

"I mean it. I'm not having an episode."

"Crazy people always say they're fine. Bro Howar, right now you just look worse."

Across from him sat a guy about his age, full of energy, the total opposite of Howar's worn-out state.

A full-time content creator and streamer, popular thanks to looks, charisma, and playful banter with fans.

No one would guess that three years ago, this bright young had been Howar's roommate in a psychiatric ward.

Two years into Howar's stay for delusional disorder, the hospital had moved in another patient.

Ralap Xu. Diagnosis: dissociative identity disorder.

At his worst, Howar would open his eyes to find his roommate transformed overnight into a cold, flat-chested goddess-voice pitch-perfect included.

If he hadn't known Ralap himself, Howar might've believed the alternate persona.

Later, Howar "recovered" first and was discharged. A couple months later, Xu too. The bond they'd built in that room never faded.

Whether they were really cured... well, the certificates said so. Who could argue?

Howar snapped apart the disposable chopsticks, digging into the food first. Xu sat there, phone in hand, not sure whether to call for help or put it down.

Finally, twitching at the corners of his mouth, Xu set the phone aside and joined in.
"...You maniac. Don't start acting up."
A year together as fellow patients had stripped away all masks between them.

If anyone in the world understood Howar-his "missing family," his strange past-it was Ralap.

"Crazy? Not as crazy as you. Who was it who called me after discharge, saying 'my sister finally has a body again'?"

"Bro Howar, have a Coke."

Defeated, Xu copied a meme-like gesture, presenting his empty can like an offering.

Howar smacked it away with his chopsticks. "Fridge. Get your own."

That night, in Howar's room.

The two sat in the glow of their screens, grinding matches until late. They never even bothered to turn on the lights.

Unlike Howar solo-queuing with trash teammates, duo queueing meant smooth wins, loss rare.

Both were satisfied.

"Natural luck aura," Howar had dubbed it-Xu's passive skill.

Victory.

The word flashed onscreen. Xu ranked up again. Howar's alarm chimed on his phone: 10 p.m.

Same cursed ringtone: "Luck, luck, come my way-"

Xu pulled off his headset, reluctant.

Howar had only promised to carry him until ten. Xu's stream audience wouldn't forgive another no-show.

out, I've got work.Closing the game, Howar opened a study site. He waved Xu off like a teacher shooing a student: out, I've got work.

Clap.

Xu, sitting cross-legged on the bed, smacked fist to palm like he'd had a revelation.

"Almost forgot-one of my viewers owns a private hot spring. Invited me to the trial opening, and wants me to promote it. Three days total, a week from now. We'd need to leave a day early for travel. Very private-no more than five people, all invite-only. Want to come?"

"No." Howar pulled his hood down.

"Free room and board. I'll roll the gacha for you-limited pool, until max stars."

"...I'm in."

A week later. N City Airport.

Howar and Xu stepped out into the frigid morning air, both shivering instantly.

Luckily the fog still hung heavy. Their embarrassing reaction went unnoticed.

Same autumn, but N City was at least five degrees colder than C City. Winter here must've been brutal.

Perfect for a hot spring business.

It had been a week of eerie peace, as though the Exchange Game had never happened. Howar almost believed it was all in his head.

His system panel stayed frozen, unchanged.

The tutorial-to-first-dungeon gap had been an exception. Real cooldowns were clearly longer than a week.

"Your fan must be loaded, huh?" Howar muttered from behind his hood.

"Yeah. He's always in my top three donors. Why?"

Xu, filming casually with portable gear, followed Howar's gaze.

At the pickup zone, a stretch limo Lincoln stood out like a sore thumb, cars giving it a wide berth.

Beside it, a middle-aged driver in butler's attire held a sign:

'Mr. Xu, Mr. Ye -> This Way'
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