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Dedication

For the grinders.

The ones who know power isn’t given—it’s earned. Who understand that every level-up costs something. Who keep reading because the next chapter promises a fight worth winning.

This one’s for you.

Now let’s play the game.
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Chapter 1 — The Hawker Center Job

Dawn broke over the Free Port the way it always did: reluctant, heavy with humidity, carrying the scent of charcoal smoke and yesterday’s rain. Condensation beaded on the hawker center’s metal roof, droplets falling in irregular rhythms onto concrete where spirits and merchants conducted business that would have gotten them arrested five years ago.

Koh Jian Hao sat at Table 47, the same table his father claimed before the Integration, before the System, before Teo Meng Huat’s enforcers decided the Koh family owed more than they could pay. The plastic seat creaked under his weight. The nasi lemak in front of him went cold.

The toyol spirit hovering above his breakfast was about to learn why Jian Hao had survived when smarter merchants hadn’t.

“Two Credits,” the spirit said, clutching its essence crystal like a child with a stolen phone.

Jian Hao smiled. Not the friendly kind. The sort that made nearby merchants glance up, assess, and return to their own negotiations.

“One Credit. And you’re lucky I’m offering.”

The toyol’s form flickered between translucent green and solid brown—emotional state made visible. Greed battled desperation in eyes that had witnessed three centuries of Singapore’s underworld, back when spirits operated in shadows and merchants who crossed them became cautionary tales whispered in back alleys.

Now they haggled over breakfast. The Integration had changed everything.

“One Credit is insult,” the toyol chirped, voice like crumpled paper. “This is Grade-C essence. Purified. Stable. You resell for three, four Credits easy.”

Jian Hao picked up the crystal, holding it to dawn light filtering through the hawker center’s open sides. It glowed faintly amber—low grade, yes, but the toyol was right about one thing: it was stable. In a market flooded with contaminated essence from Teo’s corporate dungeons, stable commanded a premium.

But you never showed interest. Negotiation 101.

“Grade-C?” Jian Hao snorted, setting the crystal down. “I’ve seen Grade-C with better purity. This is barely Grade-D. Look at the fracture lines.” He pointed to a hairline crack running through the crystal’s center. “Week of use, maybe two if you’re gentle. Then it shatters and takes your essence matrix with it.”

The toyol’s form flickered faster. Anger, now. Good. Angry spirits made mistakes.

“Fine. One Credit fifty.”

“One Credit. Final.” Jian Hao pushed the plate of nasi lemak closer. The coconut rice was cold, but the sambal—dark red, oily, smelling of chili and dried shrimp—was still good. “And the sambal. You know how rare good sambal is at this hour? Auntie Lim’s recipe. She’s been dead three years, but her son still makes it the same way.”

The toyol stared at the sambal. Spirits had weaknesses, and food was one of them. The Integration hadn’t just given humans magic—it had given spirits appetites. A toyol that could resist a proper offering was a toyol that hadn’t eaten in decades.

“One Credit,” the toyol said finally, its form solidifying into definite brown. “And the sambal. But you throw in the cucumber slices.”

“Deal.”

Jian Hao transferred the Credit through his Interface—a thought, a flicker of blue light, and the transaction completed. The toyol pocketed the Credit and sambal, handed over the essence crystal, and vanished in a puff of green smoke that smelled faintly of burnt sugar.

[Transaction Complete] [Item Acquired: Essence Crystal (Grade-C, Stable)] [Cost: 1 Credit] [Appraisal Check: SUCCESS] [Actual Value: 2.5 Credits] [Profit Margin: 150%]

Jian Hao allowed himself a small smile. The Interface notification was visible only to him, blue holographic text hovering at the edge of his vision before fading into peripheral awareness. Five years with the System, and he still got a dopamine hit every time a deal went his way.

He pocketed the crystal and checked his stats.

[Integration Interface v5.3.1 — User: Koh Jian Hao] [Level: 3] [Class: Merchant (Uncommon)] [Essence Capacity: 12/50] [Credits: 846] [Reputation: Neutral (Hawker Center Spirit Market)] [Skills: Appraisal (67%), Negotiation (74%), Essence Trading (81%)] [Active Quests: None] [Title: None]

Level 3. Still. Five years post-Integration, and he was Level 3. Most people his age were at least Level 8, Level 10 if they’d gotten into the corporate dungeon game early. Combat classes leveled faster. Merchant classes? You grinded deals, built reputation, established territory. And territory in the Free Port meant stepping on toes that belonged to people like Teo Meng Huat.

Jian Hao’s father had learned that lesson the hard way.

“You’re getting better at that, you know.”

Jian Hao didn’t turn. He knew the voice—warm, friendly, the kind that smiled before the mouth did. Farhan bin Ismail slid onto the plastic seat opposite him, setting down two cups of kopi-o from the hawker stall that still operated on the ground floor, serving humans who didn’t care about spirit markets or essence crystals or the fact that the world had become a game.

“Getting better at what?” Jian Hao asked, accepting the coffee. The cup was hot, condensation already forming on the outside despite the humidity.

“Negotiating. That toyol looked like it was about to cry.” Farhan took a sip, winced at the bitterness. “Or commit violence. Hard to tell with spirits.”

Jian Hao chuckled. “It wanted two Credits for a crystal worth maybe two-fifty retail. I got it for one. That’s not negotiation, that’s charity.”

“Charity with a 150% profit margin.” Farhan raised an eyebrow. “I saw the Interface notification. Don’t think I didn’t.”

Jian Hao shrugged. “The System’s generous.”

“The System’s consistent. You’re just good at finding inefficiencies.” Farhan leaned forward, his expression shifting from friendly to concerned. “Which is why I need to talk to you. You’ve been making a lot of deals lately. Drawing attention.”

The hawker center woke around them. Metal shutters rattled as stall owners prepared for the morning rush. The smell of charcoal and coffee intensified. A few early customers—humans, not spirits—filtered in, ordering breakfast from stalls that had operated through the Integration without missing a beat. Life went on. It always did.

“What kind of attention?” Jian Hao asked.

“The bad kind.” Farhan lowered his voice. “Teo’s people have been asking questions. About you. About your father’s old routes. About why a Level 3 Merchant is suddenly buying essence crystals from every toyol in a five-block radius.”

Jian Hao felt something cold settle in his stomach. He kept his face neutral—Merchant’s Poker Face, he called it. Never show interest. Never show fear.

“Teo Meng Huat doesn’t care about Level 3 Merchants,” Jian Hao said. “He’s got corporate dungeons. Essence smuggling operations. Half the Port Authority in his pocket. Why would he care about me?”

Farhan was quiet for a moment. He stirred his coffee, watching the spoon swirl in the dark liquid. When he spoke, his voice was careful. “Because your father cared about the wrong things. Because Teo doesn’t forget. And because you’ve been asking questions about what happened five years ago.”

Jian Hao’s hand tightened around his coffee cup. The heat barely registered. “My father died in an accident. That’s what the Port Authority report said. Essence backlash during a routine trade run.”

“Is that what you believe?”

Jian Hao didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Five years of doubt, of gaps in the official report, of Madam Koh’s loans that came with interest rates suggesting she knew more than she was saying—it all added up to a sum he wasn’t ready to calculate.

“I believe,” Jian Hao said finally, “that I need to level up. That I need more Credits. That I need to not think about things I can’t change.”

Farhan studied him for a long moment. Then he sighed, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small envelope. White, unmarked, the kind that carried messages people didn’t want traced.

“I told myself I wouldn’t give you this,” Farhan said. “But you’re my friend. And friends don’t let friends walk into traps blind.”

Jian Hao took the envelope. It was light, almost empty. He opened it carefully, sliding out a single sheet of paper.

The message was typed, not handwritten. Anonymous. But the content made his blood run cold.

I know what Teo took from your father. Meet me at the old port warehouse. Midnight tonight. Come alone. — N

“No,” Jian Hao said immediately. “This is a trap.”

“Probably,” Farhan agreed. “But it’s also the first lead you’ve had in five years. Your father’s death. The missing evidence. The reason Madam Koh won’t look you in the eye when you ask about the family debt.” Farhan paused. “I’m not saying go. I’m saying… think about it.”

Jian Hao folded the paper, sliding it back into the envelope. His Interface flickered at the edge of his vision—a new notification, one he hadn’t seen before.

[Quest Generated: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective: Discover the truth about Koh Seng Rui’s death] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death] [Time Limit: None] [Warning: This quest cannot be abandoned]

Jian Hao dismissed the notification without comment. Farhan hadn’t seen it—Interface messages were private unless you chose to share them. But the quest’s weight settled on him anyway, a physical pressure between his shoulder blades.

“Midnight,” Jian Hao said. “The old port warehouse.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“No.” Jian Hao’s voice was sharp. He softened it. “Farhan, you’ve got family. Parents. A wife. If this goes wrong—”

“If this goes wrong, you’re dead anyway.” Farhan’s expression was calm, but his eyes were hard. “And then who pays off your debt to Madam Koh? Who takes care of your mother’s grave? Who makes sure Teo doesn’t just erase the Koh family like he did your father?”

Jian Hao opened his mouth to argue. Closed it. Farhan was right, and they both knew it.

“Fine,” Jian Hao said. “But you stay in the car. If I’m not out in thirty minutes, you call the Port Authority. Tell them—” He paused, thinking. “Tell them you saw suspicious activity. Don’t mention my name. Don’t mention Teo. Just… call them.”

Farhan nodded. “Thirty minutes. I’ll be counting.”

They sat in silence for a while, finishing their coffee. The hawker center had filled up now—office workers grabbing breakfast before their shifts, delivery drivers fueling up for the day, spirits and humans conducting parallel businesses that rarely intersected. The Free Port worked because everyone pretended the magic wasn’t there. Most of the time, it worked.

Jian Hao checked his Interface again. The quest notification was still there, pulsing softly in his peripheral vision. He couldn’t dismiss it. Couldn’t abandon it. The System had decided this mattered, and the System didn’t make mistakes.

“What do you think?” Jian Hao asked. “About the message. About N.”

Farhan considered. “Could be anyone. Nur binte Hassan, maybe—she worked with your father before the Integration. Or it could be one of Teo’s people, testing to see if you’ll walk into a trap.” Farhan paused. “But if it is Nur… she’d know things. Your father trusted her. That’s why Teo had her blacklisted after the accident.”

Jian Hao filed that away. Nur binte Hassan. Another name in a growing list connecting to his father’s death. Another thread in a tapestry he wasn’t sure he wanted to unravel.

“I need more essence crystals,” Jian Hao said abruptly. “Before tonight. If this is a trap, I’ll need leverage. If it’s real, I’ll need resources.”

Farhan raised an eyebrow. “How much more?”

“Enough to fill my capacity. I’m at twelve out of fifty. I want forty-five. Minimum.”

“That’s… thirty-three crystals. At one Credit each, that’s thirty-three Credits. Jian Hao, you have eight hundred forty-six. You can’t spend forty percent of your liquid assets on inventory without a buyer lined up.”

“I’ll find a buyer.”

“Before or after you walk into a trap at midnight?”

Jian Hao didn’t answer. He stood up, dropping the empty coffee cup into the nearest bin. The plastic seat creaked as he pushed it back under the table. Table 47. His father’s table. The table where, five years ago, his father had sat and negotiated his last deal before driving out to a routine trade run that ended in an “accident.”

“I’ll find a buyer,” Jian Hao repeated. “That’s what Merchants do.”

Farhan stood too, clapping Jian Hao on the shoulder. “That’s what Merchants do,” he agreed. “But remember: the best deal is the one you walk away from. Your father taught me that. Before he—” Farhan cut himself off. “Just. Be careful tonight.”

Jian Hao nodded. He turned to leave, then paused. “Farhan.”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. For the coffee. For the warning. For…” Jian Hao gestured vaguely. “Everything.”

Farhan smiled. “That’s what friends are for, boss.”

Jian Hao walked out of the hawker center into the Free Port’s morning. The sun was fully up now, burning off the condensation, turning the humidity into a visible haze that shimmered above the streets. Around him, the city woke—HDB blocks with hidden cultivation arrays in their ventilation shafts, corporate towers with dungeon entrances on the ground floor, spirit temples tucked between shopping malls and food courts.

Five years post-Integration, and Singapore had become the Free Port: a neutral city-state where warring factions traded essence and information and power, where the System governed everyone from street vendors to warlords, where a Level 3 Merchant could still make a living if he was clever enough.

Jian Hao started walking. He had thirty-three crystals to buy, a warehouse to visit at midnight, and a quest he couldn’t abandon burning in the corner of his vision.

He also had a debt to Madam Koh that was due at the end of the month. Two thousand Credits. He had eight hundred thirteen now, after the toyol deal and the coffee.

Eight hundred thirteen Credits. Two thousand owed. A father’s death he couldn’t prove was murder. And a mysterious message from someone who might be an ally or an enemy.

Jian Hao smiled. Not the friendly kind. The sort that made other merchants glance over, assess, and return to their own business.

The System had given him a quest. The Free Port had given him a problem. And Jian Hao had spent five years learning how to turn problems into profit.

He just needed to survive long enough to close the deal.

The essence market was tucked beneath the hawker center, accessible through a service entrance that most humans never noticed. Jian Hao descended the concrete stairs, the air growing cooler and thicker with each step. By the time he reached the bottom, the humidity had been replaced by the smell of ozone and crystallized magic.

The underground market was a maze of makeshift stalls, each one protected by wards that flickered in the dim light. Spirits of all types haggled with merchants—some human, some something else. A jiangshi in a business suit negotiated with a naga who wore traditional Malay songket. A pontianak floated above her stall, her long hair obscuring her face as she weighed essence crystals on a scale that glowed with its own inner light.

Jian Hao moved through the crowd, his Appraisal skill active. Crystals flickered in his vision with overlay text—grade, purity, estimated value. Most were low grade, barely worth the hassle. But he wasn’t looking for quality. He was looking for quantity.

“Uncle! Over here!”

The voice was high-pitched, excited. Jian Hao turned to see a toyol—different from the one he’d dealt with at dawn—waving at him from a stall cluttered with crystals of varying grades. This one was younger, its form more solid, less flicker. Probably a century old, compared to the three-hundred-year-old veteran from breakfast.

“What have you got?” Jian Hao asked, approaching the stall.

“Everything!” The toyol beamed. “My uncle just brought in a fresh batch from the corporate dungeons. Grade-B, some Grade-A. But I can give you uncle price. Special discount.”

Jian Hao activated Appraisal. The crystals glowed brighter in his vision, their true grades revealing themselves. The Grade-B was actually Grade-C. The Grade-A was barely Grade-B. But they were stable, and there were a lot of them.

“How many?” Jian Hao asked.

“Forty. All of them. For you, thirty Credits.”

Jian Hao did the math. Thirty Credits for forty crystals. Even if they were all Grade-D, that was still a profit margin of at least fifty percent. And if he could find a buyer who needed bulk inventory for dungeon runs…

“Twenty-five,” Jian Hao said. “And I pay now.”

The toyol’s form flickered—excitement, greed, calculation. “Twenty-eight. Final.”

“Twenty-six. And you throw in information.”

The toyol paused. “What kind of information?”

“Who’s been asking about me? About Koh Jian Hao? About my father’s routes?”

The toyol’s form flickered faster. Fear, this time. “Uncle, I shouldn’t—”

“Twenty-six Credits. Forty crystals. And you tell me what you know about who’s been asking questions.” Jian Hao’s voice was calm, but there was an edge to it. The kind of edge that made spirits remember that humans had been negotiating long before the Integration gave them magic. “Or I walk. And I tell every other merchant down here that your crystals are contaminated.”

They weren’t. But the toyol didn’t know that.

“Twenty-six,” the toyol said quickly. “And… and I heard things. A man. Malay, tall, scars. Asking about the Koh family. About the accident five years ago. He works for someone. Someone with money.”

“Teo Meng Huat.”

The toyol flinched. “I didn’t say that name. You said that name. I’m just a young spirit, uncle, I don’t know anything about warlords or corporate dungeons or—”

“Transfer the crystals.” Jian Hao’s Interface flickered as he initiated the transaction. Twenty-six Credits vanished from his account. Forty essence crystals appeared in his inventory slot, visible only to him but heavy in a way that mattered.

[Transaction Complete] [Items Acquired: Essence Crystal (Grade-C/B, Stable) x40] [Cost: 26 Credits] [Appraisal Check: SUCCESS] [Actual Value: 52 Credits] [Profit Margin: 100%]

Jian Hao dismissed the notification. He had his inventory. Now he just needed to survive until midnight.

He turned to leave, but the toyol called after him. “Uncle! One more thing!”

Jian Hao paused. “What?”

“The man with the scars. He’s not the only one asking. There’s another. A woman. She pays better. Asks about your father’s partners. About a woman named Nur.” The toyol leaned forward, voice dropping to a whisper. “She’s been coming here every day for a week. Today’s the first day she didn’t show up.”

Jian Hao filed that away. Nur. The same name from the anonymous message. Either this was a remarkable coincidence, or the System was guiding him toward something bigger than a simple trap.

“Thanks,” Jian Hao said. He meant it.

“Be careful tonight, uncle.” The toyol’s form flickered—genuine concern, or good acting. “The port warehouse. That’s not neutral ground. Things happen there. Things the Port Authority doesn’t investigate.”

Jian Hao nodded. He’d already figured that out. But he also knew something the toyol didn’t: he had a quest he couldn’t abandon. The System had decided this mattered. And in five years of living with the Interface, Jian Hao had learned one thing above all others.

The System was a lot of things. But it wasn’t random.

He climbed the stairs back to the surface, emerging into the Free Port’s midday heat. The humidity hit him like a wall, but he barely noticed. His mind was already calculating, planning, preparing.

Forty crystals in inventory. Eight hundred thirteen Credits minus twenty-six for the purchase, minus two for the coffee, minus one for the toyol at dawn. Seven hundred eighty-four Credits remaining. Two thousand owed to Madam Koh. A meeting at midnight with someone who might be an ally or an enemy.

And somewhere in the shadows, Teo Meng Huat’s enforcers were asking questions.

Jian Hao started walking. He had preparations to make. A warehouse to visit. And a father’s death to avenge.

The System had given him a quest. Now it was time to complete it.

Midnight found Jian Hao standing outside the old port warehouse, the humidity finally broken by a light rain that turned the concrete to mirrors. Farhan’s car was parked two blocks away, engine running, ready to flee or call for help depending on what happened in the next thirty minutes.

The warehouse loomed ahead, rusted metal and broken windows, the kind of place that had been abandoned before the Integration and forgotten after it. Jian Hao checked his Interface one last time.

[Quest: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective: Discover the truth about Koh Seng Rui’s death] [Status: Active] [Location: Old Port Warehouse] [Time: 23:58]

Two minutes. Jian Hao took a breath, stepped through the warehouse’s open doorway, and walked into the darkness.

“Mr. Koh.”

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, echoing off the warehouse’s metal walls. Jian Hao didn’t flinch. He activated his Appraisal skill, scanning the darkness for movement, for threats, for anything that might kill him in the next thirty minutes.

A figure stepped out of the shadows. Female, Malay, wearing a dark hoodie that obscured her face. But Jian Hao recognized the posture, the way she moved, the confidence of someone who had survived the Integration by being smarter than everyone else.

“Nur binte Hassan,” Jian Hao said. “You sent the message.”

“I did.” Nur pulled back her hood, revealing a face that was older than Jian Hao remembered from his father’s stories, but still sharp, still dangerous. “Your father trusted me. I’m going to trust you.”

“With what?”

Nur reached into her pocket, pulling out a small object. A USB drive, old-fashioned, the kind of technology that predated the Integration’s digital systems. She held it out to Jian Hao, her expression unreadable.

“Your father didn’t die in an accident, Jian Hao. Teo Meng Huat murdered him. For this.” She pressed the drive into Jian Hao’s hand. “Route maps. Transaction logs. Evidence of essence smuggling on a scale the Port Authority can’t ignore.”

Jian Hao stared at the drive. His Interface flickered wildly.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective Complete: Discover the truth] [New Objective: Survive] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“Survive?” Jian Hao muttered. “That’s not reassuring.”

“It shouldn’t be.” Nur’s voice was grim. “Teo knows I have this. He knows I gave it to you. Which means—”

The warehouse exploded.

Jian Hao was thrown backward, the USB drive clutched in his hand, his ears ringing from the blast. Through the smoke and debris, he saw figures approaching. Tall. Malay. One of them had scars.

Zulkifli bin Osman. Teo’s primary enforcer. The man from the toyol’s description.

Jian Hao scrambled to his feet, Nur beside him, both of them coughing in the smoke. The warehouse’s far wall had collapsed, revealing the night sky and the rain that was now falling harder, washing the blood and dust into the concrete floor.

“Run,” Nur said. “Now.”

They ran. Through the collapsed wall, into the rain, toward the distant sound of Farhan’s car horn. Behind them, Zulkifli’s voice cut through the night.

“Koh Jian Hao! You can’t run forever! Teo owns this city!”

Jian Hao didn’t look back. He reached the car, threw himself into the passenger seat, and Farhan peeled away from the curb, tires screeching, the warehouse shrinking in the rearview mirror.

“Did you get it?” Farhan asked, his voice tight.

Jian Hao held up the USB drive. It was cracked, damaged, but intact. “Yeah. I got it.”

“And?”

Jian Hao looked at the drive. At his Interface, still flickering with the quest update. At Nur, who was sitting in the back seat, bleeding from a cut on her forehead but alive.

“And now,” Jian Hao said, “we have a war.”

Farhan’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen, his expression shifting to confusion. “Unknown number.” He answered, put it on speaker.

“Mr. Koh.” The voice was smooth, cultured, the voice of someone who had never worried about money or power or consequences. “Teo Meng Huat. I believe you have something that belongs to me.”

Jian Hao’s grip tightened on the USB drive. “Your name’s on it. That makes it evidence, not property.”

Teo laughed. The sound was cold, humorless. “Evidence. Of what? Smuggling? Every merchant in the Free Port smuggles. The difference is, I have the Port Authority in my pocket. You have… what? Seven hundred Credits? A Level 3 Merchant class? A dead father whose mistakes you’re about to repeat?”

Jianhao was silent. He could hear his own heartbeat, the rain on the car roof, Farhan’s breathing next to him.

“Here’s my offer,” Teo continued. “Bring me the drive. Tomorrow. Noon. Port Authority Building, my office. I’ll give you fifty thousand Credits. You walk away. Rich. Alive.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you’ll die like your father. Accident-prone family, the Kohs.”

The line went dead.

Jian Hao lowered the phone. Looked at Farhan. Looked at Nur in the rearview mirror.

“Fifty thousand Credits,” Farhan said quietly. “That’s… that’s life-changing money, boss.”

“It’s hush money,” Jian Hao said. “It’s the price Teo puts on my father’s death.”

Nur leaned forward. “What are you going to do?”

Jian Hao looked at the USB drive. At his Interface, still displaying the quest. At the rain-streaked windshield, the Free Port’s lights blurred through the water.

He thought about his father. About the debt to Madam Koh. About the Level 3 Merchant class that had defined his life for five years.

About the System quest that couldn’t be abandoned.

“I’m not selling,” Jian Hao said. “I’m going to expose him.”

Farhan was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded. “Okay. Okay, boss. Then what’s the plan?”

Jian Hao smiled. Not the friendly kind. The sort that made other merchants glance over, assess, and return to their own business.

“First,” he said, “we level up.”

The next morning, Jian Hao stood in the Port Authority Building’s lobby, the USB drive in his pocket, his Interface displaying the quest that had consumed his thoughts all night. Farhan had wanted to come with him. Jian Hao had told him no.

This was his fight. His father’s death. His quest.

The receptionist looked up as he approached. “Can I help you?”

“Koh Jian Hao. I have a meeting with Teo Meng Huat. Noon.”

The receptionist checked her screen. Nodded. “Twelfth floor. Suite 1204. He’s expecting you.”

Jian Hao rode the elevator up, watching the floor numbers climb. His palms were sweating. His heart was racing. But his face was calm. Merchant’s Poker Face.

The elevator dinged. Twelfth floor.

Jian Hao stepped out, walked to Suite 1204, and knocked on the door.

“Enter,” Teo’s voice called from inside.

Jian Hao opened the door. Stepped into the office. Closed it behind him.

Teo Meng Huat sat behind a desk that cost more than Jian Hao’s entire inventory. He was older than Jian Hao had expected, his hair graying, his face soft from wealth. But his eyes were sharp. Calculating. The eyes of a Merchant who had leveled up through methods Jian Hao wasn’t sure he wanted to learn.

“Mr. Koh.” Teo gestured to the chair opposite his desk. “Please. Sit.”

Jian Hao sat. Didn’t speak. Waited.

Teo smiled. “Your father was a good man. Terrible businessman. But good man.”

“Is that why you killed him?”

The smile didn’t falter. “Killed? No. Your father died in an accident. Essence backlash. Tragic. But these things happen in our line of work.”

“He found evidence of your smuggling operation. He was going to expose you. You murdered him.”

Teo leaned back in his chair. Studied Jian Hao. “Let’s say, hypothetically, that’s true. What are you going to do about it? You’re a Level 3 Merchant. I’m a Level 50 Dungeon Lord. You have eight hundred Credits. I have eight million. You have a USB drive. I have the Port Authority.”

Jian Hao’s hand moved to his pocket. To the drive. “I have evidence.”

“You have a death sentence.” Teo’s voice was calm. Matter-of-fact. “But I’m a reasonable man. I offered you fifty thousand Credits yesterday. I’ll increase it. One hundred thousand. Walk away. Start over. Forget your father’s mistakes.”

Jian Hao stood up. His hands were shaking, but his voice was steady. “My father’s death isn’t a negotiation.”

Teo’s expression shifted. The smile faded. The eyes went cold. “Then you’ll die like him. Accident-prone family.”

Jian Hao turned to leave. His hand was on the doorknob when Teo spoke again.

“Mr. Koh.”

Jian Hao paused. Didn’t turn around.

“One more thing.” Teo’s voice was quiet. Dangerous. “I know where your mother is buried. I know about Farhan’s family. I know about Madam Koh’s loans.” Teo paused. “Wrong choices have consequences.”

Jian Hao opened the door. Stepped into the hallway. Closed it behind him.

He walked to the elevator. Rode it down. Exited the building into the Free Port’s midday heat.

His Interface flickered.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [New Objective: Build Your Empire] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death] [Time Limit: None]

Jian Hao looked up at the Port Authority Building. At the twelfth floor window where Teo stood, watching him leave.

He smiled. Not the friendly kind. The sort that made other merchants glance over, assess, and return to their own business.

“Wrong answer,” Jian Hao said to himself.

Behind him, in the office he’d just left, Zulkifli stepped out of the shadows.

“Boss. Should I follow him?”

Teo was silent for a moment. Then he shook his head. “No. Let him run. Let him think he has a chance.” Teo turned to the window, watching Jian Hao’s figure disappear into the crowd. “It’s more fun that way.”

Zulkifli nodded. Turned to leave.

“Oh, and Zulkifli?”

The enforcer paused. “Yes, boss?”

“Prepare the team. We’re going to need to clean up another accident soon.”

Zulkifli smiled. The kind of smile that made spirits and merchants alike glance over, assess, and quietly return to their own business.

“Yes, boss.”
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Chapter 2 — The Cost

Jian Hao didn’t sleep that night.

He sat at his kitchen table, the USB drive from Nur resting in front of him like an accusation. The crack from the explosion ran through its casing, a hairline fracture that might have compromised the data inside. He should have checked. Should have plugged it in immediately. Verified that what he’d almost died for was actually worth dying for.

But he couldn’t make himself move.

His hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

Jian Hao stared at the drive, at the way the dim kitchen light caught the fracture, and felt something crack inside his own chest. Not physical pain. Something worse. The kind of ache that came from realizing the person you’d spent five years mourning hadn’t died the way you’d been told.

Accident. Essence backlash. Tragic.

That’s what the Port Authority report had said. That’s what Madam Koh had repeated, her voice flat, her eyes avoiding his. That’s what Jian Hao had told himself every day for five years, because the alternative was too heavy to carry.

Teo Meng Huat murdered him.

The words sat in his head, foreign and terrible. Jian Hao closed his eyes and saw his father’s face—not as he’d looked in the coffin, pale and still, but as he’d looked alive. Laughing. Teaching Jian Hao how to read a spirit’s tells during a negotiation. Ruffling his hair and calling him anak, son, in that warm voice that had belonged to a man who believed honesty mattered.

That belief had gotten him killed.

Jian Hao’s breath hitched. He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, hard, until stars burst behind his eyelids. His throat felt tight, constricted, like someone had wrapped a hand around it and squeezed.

He hadn’t cried when his father died. He’d been eighteen, standing in the Port Authority morgue, looking down at a body that had been burned beyond recognition. Madam Koh had put a hand on his shoulder and said, Be strong. Your father would want you to be strong.

So he had been. For five years. Strong. Composed. Calculating.

But now, alone in his kitchen at two in the morning, with a USB drive full of evidence that his father had been murdered, Jian Hao felt something break.

A sound escaped him—half sob, half laugh, ugly and raw. He clapped a hand over his mouth, stifling it, as if the walls might hear. As if Teo’s enforcers were lurking outside his apartment, waiting for him to show weakness.

Maybe they were.

Jian Hao lowered his hand. Looked at the USB drive. Looked at his Interface, still pulsing with the quest notification.

[Quest: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective: Survive] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“Survive,” he whispered. His voice cracked. “That’s all you want from me? Just… survive?”

The Interface didn’t answer. It never did. The System gave quests, not comfort.

Jian Hao stood up abruptly, the plastic chair scraping against the tile floor. He walked to the sink, turned on the tap, and splashed cold water on his face. The mirror above the sink showed a stranger: bloodshot eyes, five o’clock shadow at seven in the morning, the kind of exhaustion that sleep wouldn’t fix.

His father’s face looked back at him.

Not literally. Koh Seng Rui had been taller, broader, the kind of man who filled a room just by standing in it. But the eyes—Jian Hao had inherited those. Dark, calculating, always measuring. Always negotiating.

Always getting killed for it.

The thought came unbidden, sharp and bitter. Jian Hao gripped the edge of the sink, knuckles white, and forced himself to breathe. In. Out. Merchant’s composure. Never show fear. Never show interest.

But there was no one here to see. No deal to negotiate. No Interface notification to dismiss.

Just grief, five years in the making, finally catching up to him.

Jian Hao’s throat tightened. His chest felt too small for his lungs. He closed his eyes and saw the warehouse again—the explosion, the heat, Nur shoving the drive into his hand while debris rained down around them. Zulkifli’s voice cutting through the smoke. Teo owns this city.

And Teo’s call afterward, smooth and cultured, offering fifty thousand Credits for a death that couldn’t be undone.

One hundred thousand. Walk away. Start over. Forget your father’s mistakes.

Jian Hao opened his eyes. Looked at his reflection.

“I’m not selling,” he said aloud. His voice sounded hollow in the small bathroom.

But the doubt was there now. A hundred thousand Credits would clear Madam Koh’s debt twice over. Would buy inventory. Would buy safety. Would buy the chance to level up without looking over his shoulder every time a spirit approached his stall.

Would buy the chance to forget.

Jian Hao turned off the tap. Dried his face with a towel that had seen better days. When he looked back at the mirror, the grief was gone. Locked away. Compartmentalized.

Merchant’s Poker Face. Even when there was no one to play against.

He walked back to the kitchen table. Picked up the USB drive. Plugged it into his Interface port.

[Authentication Required] [Password Protected]

Of course. His father had always been careful.

Jian Hao tried his birthday. [Failed]

His father’s birthday. [Failed]

His mother’s name. [Failed]

He sat back, thinking. What would his father have used? What password would be meaningful enough to remember, obscure enough to protect?

The answer came to him with the weight of inevitability.

Jian Hao typed: KOH-SUAT-LIAN-1975

Madam Koh’s name. His father’s sister. The year she opened her temple.

[Authentication Successful] [Decryption Complete] [Files Unlocked: 47]

The drive opened. Files flooded Jian Hao’s Interface—route maps, transaction logs, meeting notes, photographs. Evidence.

Jian Hao started scrolling.

The route maps showed trade runs his father had made in the months before his death. Normal routes, nothing suspicious. But the transaction logs told a different story.

Essence transfers. Large quantities. Unregistered.

Recipient: TEO MENG HUAT — CORPORATE DUNGEON OPERATIONS

Amount: 500 units Grade-A essence per week

Purpose: [REDACTED]

Jian Hao’s breath caught. Five hundred units of Grade-A essence per week. That was industrial scale. His father had been moving enough essence to power a small army.

And it was all unregistered.

He scrolled to the meeting notes. Dates, times, locations. His father had been meeting with someone. Someone codenamed N.

Nur.

The notes were brief, cryptic. But the pattern was clear: his father had been investigating Teo’s operation. Gathering evidence. Planning to expose it.

And then he’d died in an “accident.”

Jian Hao’s hands were shaking. He closed the files, set the drive down. His Interface flickered wildly.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective Complete: Discover the truth] [New Objective: Build Your Empire] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“Build your empire?” Jian Hao muttered. “That’s not a quest. That’s a suicide note.”

His phone buzzed. An incoming message.

Jian Hao picked it up. Unknown number. No caller ID. He hesitated, then answered.

“Mr. Koh.”

The voice was female. Malay accent. Familiar.

“Nur.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d decrypt it,” Nur said. Her voice was tired, strained. “Your father always said you were clever. But clever doesn’t keep you alive.”

“You knew he was investigating Teo.”

“I knew he was going to investigate Teo. There’s a difference.” Nur paused. “I tried to stop him. Told him it wasn’t worth it. That some truths cost more than they’re worth.”

“And he didn’t listen.”

“He was a good man.” Nur’s voice was quiet. “Good men don’t survive in the Free Port. Not when they care about the wrong things.”

Jian Hao was silent. He could hear his own heartbeat, the hum of his apartment’s ward matrix, the distant sound of traffic from the street below.

“Why tell me now?” Jian Hao asked. “Why wait five years?”

“Because Teo’s been watching. Waiting. He knew your father had a son. He knew you’d come looking eventually.” Nur’s voice was grim. “I couldn’t contact you before. It wasn’t safe. But now… now you have the drive. And Teo knows it.”

“What do you want?”

“I want justice.” Nur’s voice sharpened. “Your father was my friend. He was a good man. And Teo murdered him for doing the right thing.” She paused. “I can help you. But you need to understand what you’re getting into. This isn’t a quest you complete. This is a war you survive.”

“I’m not afraid of Teo.”

“You should be.” Nur’s voice was cold. “Teo doesn’t fight fair. He doesn’t fight honorable. He fights to win. And he’s been winning for a long time.” The line went quiet for a moment. “Meet me tonight. Midnight. The hawker center. Table 47.”

“That’s where my father—”

“I know.” Nur’s voice was softer now. “That’s why it matters. Some things you have to face where they happened.”

The line went dead.

Jian Hao lowered the phone. Looked at the USB drive. Looked at his Interface, still displaying the quest update.

He thought about his father. About the debt to Madam Koh. About the Level 3 Merchant class that had defined his life for five years.

About Teo Meng Huat, who had murdered his father and walked away with it.

Jian Hao smiled. Not a friendly smile. The kind of smile that made other merchants glance over, assess, and quietly return to their own business.

“Midnight,” he said to himself.

He stood up, pocketed the drive, and started preparing for the meeting.

He had evidence to protect. A truth to uncover. And a father’s death to avenge.

The hawker center was closed at midnight, the metal shutters pulled down, the plastic tables stacked and chained. But Jian Hao knew the back entrance—the one the spirits used, the one that didn’t show up on any blueprint.

He slipped through the gap between buildings, the alley smelling of wet cardboard and discarded chili paste. Dawn was still hours away, but the humidity had already settled in, heavy and suffocating.

Nur was waiting at Table 47.

She looked older than Jian Hao remembered from his father’s stories. Her hair was streaked with gray, her face lined with the kind of weariness that came from surviving too long in a city that ate the weak. But her eyes were sharp. Alert.

“Mr. Koh.” Nur didn’t stand. She gestured to the plastic seat opposite her. “Sit.”

Jian Hao sat. Didn’t speak. Waited.

Nur studied him for a long moment. Then she sighed. “You have your father’s eyes. And his stubbornness. That’s going to get you killed.”

“Everyone keeps telling me that.”

“Because it’s true.” Nur leaned forward, her voice dropping. “Teo knows you have the drive. He knows what’s on it. Which means you have two choices: run, or fight.”

“And you’re here to tell me which one to pick.”

“I’m here to tell you what fighting costs.” Nur reached into her pocket, pulling out a small envelope. White, unmarked. She slid it across the table. “Your father didn’t work alone. There were others. People who believed what he was doing mattered. Most of them are dead now. Some of them are in hiding. A few…” She paused. “A few are still willing to help.”

Jian Hao opened the envelope. Inside was a list of names. Seven of them. Some he recognized—merchants who had disappeared over the years, their businesses shuttered, their families relocated. Others were unfamiliar.

“These are your father’s allies,” Nur said. “The ones who survived. They can help you build what Teo’s afraid of.”

“What’s Teo afraid of?”

“Competition.” Nur’s smile was thin. “Teo’s empire isn’t built on power. It’s built on monopoly. He controls the essence supply. He controls the dungeon access. He controls the Port Authority. But he can’t control everything. Not if someone else offers merchants a better deal.”

“You want me to build a guild.”

“I want you to build an alternative.” Nur corrected. “Guilds are corrupt. They eat their own. Your father learned that the hard way. What you need is something different. A network. A coalition. Merchants who are tired of Teo’s prices, spirits who are tired of his exploitation, humans who are tired of living in fear.”

“And you’re offering to help me do this.”

“I’m offering to introduce you.” Nur stood up, brushing imaginary dust from her clothes. “What you do with those introductions is up to you. But understand this: once you start, there’s no going back. Teo won’t let you walk away. Not after what you know.”

Jian Hao stood too. He looked around the hawker center—at the stacked tables, the closed stalls, the shadows where spirits and merchants conducted business that would have gotten them arrested five years ago.

Table 47. His father’s table. The table where, five years ago, his father had sat and negotiated his last deal before driving out to a routine trade run that ended in an “accident.”

“I’m not going back,” Jian Hao said.

Nur studied him for a long moment. Then she nodded, once. “Good. Because there’s something else you need to know.”

“What?”

“Your father didn’t just find evidence of Teo’s smuggling.” Nur’s voice was quiet. “He found evidence of something bigger. Something that made Teo look like a small player in a much larger game.”

Jian Hao felt something cold settle in his stomach. “What are you talking about?”

“I don’t know all the details. Your father was careful—compartmentalized, like you. But he mentioned something. A name.” Nur paused. “Project CURATOR.”

The name meant nothing to Jian Hao. But his Interface flickered at the edge of his vision—a notification, unbidden.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [New Objective Unlocked: Investigate Project CURATOR] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“CURATOR,” Jian Hao repeated. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.” Nur shook her head. “But your father was scared of it. And I’ve never seen him scared before. Not even when Teo started threatening him.” She checked her watch. “I need to go. Teo’s people patrol this area at night. They’re not as thorough as during the day, but they’re still here.”

“Wait.” Jian Hao reached for her arm. “One more thing. Why did you really wait five years? Why not contact me sooner?”

Nur was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper, raw with something that might have been guilt. “Because I was afraid. Your father’s death wasn’t just an accident. It was a message. A warning to anyone who thought about following in his footsteps.” She met Jian Hao’s eyes, and for the first time he saw something in her expression that he hadn’t expected: grief. “I watched him die, Jian Hao. Not in an accident. In cold blood. Teo’s men ambushed his convoy on the old West Coast Road. Made it look like essence backlash, but I was there. I saw the burns. I saw the bullet holes they tried to hide.”

Jian Hao felt his stomach turn cold. Bullet holes. His father hadn’t died in an essence accident. He’d been executed.

“I wanted to tell you,” Nur continued. “Every day for five years, I wanted to pick up the phone and tell you the truth. But every time I thought about it, I remembered what Teo did to the others. The merchants who asked questions. The spirits who testified. They didn’t die in accidents, Jian Hao. They disappeared. Their families got threats. Their businesses got burned down.” She paused, her voice breaking slightly. “I have a daughter. She’s ten years old. I couldn’t… I couldn’t risk her.”

The confession hung in the air between them, heavy and terrible. Jian Hao looked at Nur—really looked at her—and saw the lines around her eyes, the way her hands trembled slightly when she set down her coffee cup, the constant vigilance in her posture. She wasn’t just tired. She was terrified.

She’d been living with this secret for five years. Watching Jian Hao struggle. Watching him grind deals at the hawker center, level by painstaking level, while she knew exactly who had killed his father and why.

“I’m not asking for forgiveness,” Nur said quietly. “I don’t deserve it. But I’m here now. And I’m going to help you finish what your father started.”

Jian Hao was silent for a long moment. His hands were clenched into fists under the table, nails digging into his palms. He wanted to be angry. Wanted to scream at her for waiting, for letting him spend five years thinking his father had died in an accident, for letting him believe it was just bad luck instead of cold-blooded murder.

But he understood fear. He lived with it every day. The fear of Teo’s enforcers. The fear of losing his inventory. The fear of ending up like his father, dead in an “accident” that no one would investigate.

“I’m not angry,” Jian Hao said finally. His voice was steady, but it cost him. “You kept yourself alive. That’s… that’s smart. That’s survival.”

“It’s cowardice.”

“It’s staying alive.” Jian Hao met her eyes. “And you’re right. Now I’m in it. Might as well give me a fighting chance.”

Nur nodded. Then she reached into her pocket again, pulling out a small object. A key. Old-fashioned, brass, the kind that opened physical locks instead of Interface-secured doors.

“This opens a storage unit. Unit 47-B. Port Authority Storage Facility. Your father rented it three months before he died.” Nur pressed the key into Jian Hao’s hand. “I don’t know what’s inside. He never told me. But if he hid it there, it’s important.”

Jian Hao closed his fingers around the key. It was warm, worn, the kind of object that had been carried in pockets and turned in locks a thousand times.

“Thank you,” he said.

Nur nodded. Then she disappeared into the shadows, leaving Jian Hao alone at Table 47.

He sat there for a long moment, the key in his hand, the USB drive in his pocket, the quest notification pulsing in his vision.

Then he stood up. Walked to the back exit. Stepped out into the alley.

The rain had started again, light and steady, turning the concrete to mirrors. Jian Hao tilted his face up, letting the drops hit his skin. Cold. Real.

He thought about his father. About the debt to Madam Koh. About the Level 3 Merchant class that had defined his life for five years.

About the System quest that couldn’t be abandoned.

Jian Hao smiled. Not a friendly smile. The kind of smile that made other merchants glance over, assess, and quietly return to their own business.

“Build your empire,” he said to himself.

He started walking. He had a storage unit to visit. Allies to recruit. And a war to start.

The next morning found Jian Hao at the essence market, forty crystals in his inventory, seven hundred forty-one Credits in his account, and a plan that was either brilliant or suicidal.

Probably both.

“Boss!”

Farhan came running around the corner, his kopiah slightly askew, face flushed with concern. He stopped when he saw Jian Hao was intact, shoulders relaxing.

“You okay? I was about to call the Port Authority.”

“I’m fine.” Jian Hao pushed off the wall, checking his Interface one more time. No hidden debuffs, no threat markers. The quest was still active, pulsing softly. “We made a deal.”

“A deal.” Farhan’s expression shifted from relief to disbelief. “With who? Nur? Jian Hao, if Teo’s people saw you talking to her—”

“Teo’s people aren’t the only ones watching.” Jian Hao started walking toward the essence market’s entrance. “Come on. I need to show you something.”

They descended into the underground market, the air growing cooler and thicker with each step. By the time they reached the bottom, the humidity had been replaced by the smell of ozone and crystallized magic.

Jian Hao led Farhan to a corner stall, one that was protected by wards that flickered in the dim light. The merchant behind the stall was human—middle-aged, tired-eyed, the kind of person who had been grinding deals since before the Integration and would keep grinding long after it ended.

“Uncle Lim,” Jian Hao said. “I need a favor.”

Lim looked up from his crystals. His eyes widened when he saw Jian Hao. Then narrowed.

“Koh Seng Rui’s son.” Lim’s voice was cautious. “I heard you were asking questions. About your father’s routes. About Teo.”

“I’m asking again.” Jian Hao leaned forward. “But this time, I’m offering something better than answers.”

“What?”

“Protection.” Jian Hao’s voice was calm. “Teo’s been squeezing merchants for years. Taking forty percent. Fifty percent if they resist. I’m offering thirty-five. Fixed rate. No surprises. No broken legs.”

Lim laughed. Not a friendly laugh. The kind that came from too many years of too many broken promises. “And who’s going to enforce this? You? A Level 3 Merchant with eight hundred Credits and a death wish?”

“Not me.” Jian Hao glanced at Farhan. “Us. A coalition. Merchants who are tired of Teo’s prices. Spirits who are tired of his exploitation. Humans who are tired of living in fear.”

Lim was quiet for a long moment. He studied Jian Hao, then Farhan, then the crystals on his stall. When he spoke, his voice was careful.

“You’re talking about starting a guild.”

“No.” Jian Hao shook his head. “Guilds are corrupt. They eat their own. I’m talking about something different. A network. An alternative.”

“And you think Teo’s just going to let you do this?”

“I think Teo’s going to try to stop me.” Jian Hao met Lim’s eyes. “And I think he’s going to fail.”

Lim studied him for another long moment. Then he sighed. “Thirty-five percent. Fixed rate. No surprises.”

“Agreed.”

[Deal Struck: Commerce Agreement] [Counterparty: Lim Beng Seng (Merchant, Level 7)] [Terms: 35% commission for protection and distribution] [Risk Assessment: HIGH] [Recommendation: Monitor for betrayal]

Jian Hao dismissed the notification. His Interface was helpful, but it tended toward the obvious.

“You’re smarter than your father,” Lim said quietly.

The words hit like a physical blow. Jian Hao kept his face neutral, but something cold settled in his stomach.

“You knew my father.”

“Knew of him.” Lim turned to arrange his crystals. “He was a good Merchant. Terrible at reading rooms. Thought honesty mattered.” Lim paused. “It doesn’t.”

Jian Hao didn’t respond. He didn’t have to. The lesson was clear.

He and Farhan walked away from the stall, emerging back into the Free Port’s morning heat. The sun was fully up now, burning off the condensation, turning the humidity into a visible haze that shimmered above the streets.

“Jian Hao.” Farhan’s voice was quiet. “What you’re doing… it’s dangerous. Teo’s not going to let you build an alternative. He’s going to crush you.”

“I know.”

“Then why—”

“Because someone has to.” Jian Hao stopped walking. Turned to face Farhan. “My father tried. He died for it. But he was right, Farhan. Teo’s empire isn’t built on power. It’s built on monopoly. And monopolies can be broken.”

“Not by a Level 3 Merchant.”

“By a Level 3 Merchant who knows how to negotiate.” Jian Hao’s smile was thin. “Teo’s afraid of competition. Not because he can’t crush it. Because he knows what happens when merchants have options. When they don’t need him.”

Farhan was quiet for a long moment. Then he sighed. “Okay. Okay, boss. What’s next?”

Jian Hao checked his Interface. The quest notification was still there, pulsing in his peripheral vision.

[Quest: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective: Build Your Empire] [Progress: 1/???] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“One merchant at a time,” Jian Hao said. “We build the network. We offer better deals. We protect our own.” He paused. “And when Teo comes for us…”

“We hit back.” Farhan finished.

Jian Hao nodded. He looked around the Free Port—at the HDB blocks with hidden cultivation arrays, the corporate towers with dungeon entrances, the spirit temples tucked between shopping malls and food courts.

Five years post-Integration, and the city still felt like a temporary arrangement. Like everyone was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Jian Hao started walking. He had thirty-three more merchants to recruit. A storage unit to visit. And a father’s death to avenge.

The System had given him a quest. The Free Port had given him a problem. And Jian Hao had spent five years learning how to turn problems into profit.

He just needed to survive long enough to close the deal.
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Chapter 3 — The Free Port

Morning light filtered through the HDB block’s ventilation shafts, carrying the smell of yesterday’s rain and today’s charcoal smoke. Jian Hao sat at his kitchen table, the USB drive still warm from his Interface port, his mind racing through calculations that had kept him awake most of the night.

Seven hundred sixty-three Credits. That’s what remained after yesterday’s transactions—after selling thirty crystals, after paying Zulkifli his thirty-five percent, after Nur’s phone call changed everything.

Two thousand Credits owed to Madam Koh Suat Lian. Due at month’s end.

A protection agreement with Teo’s primary enforcer that made him complicit in his own exploitation.

And a midnight meeting with a woman who claimed his father was murdered.

Jian Hao stood, walked to the window, looked out over the Free Port. The city stretched before him in layers: HDB blocks with cultivation arrays hidden in their ventilation systems, corporate towers with dungeon entrances on their ground floors, spirit temples tucked between shopping malls and food courts. Five years post-Integration, and Singapore had become something else. Something that pretended to be normal while magic bled through the cracks.

His Interface flickered at the edge of his vision.

[Quest: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective: Discover the truth about Koh Seng Rui’s death] [Status: Active] [Location: Old Port Warehouse] [Time: 18:47]

Eighteen forty-seven. Five hours until midnight. Five hours until he learned whether this was a trap or an opportunity.

Jian Hao turned from the window. He needed to move. Standing still meant thinking, and thinking meant remembering the USB drive’s contents—the transaction logs, the route maps, the evidence that his father had been moving five hundred units of Grade-A essence per week to Teo Meng Huat’s corporate dungeon operations.

Evidence that someone had killed to protect.

He grabbed his jacket, checked his inventory one more time—ten essence crystals remaining from the original forty, seven hundred sixty-three Credits, [Appraisal: Merchant’s Eye] at sixty-eight percent proficiency with Deception Detection unlocked—and walked out the door.

The HDB block’s elevator was crowded with morning commuters. Office workers in crisp shirts scrolled through their Interfaces, ignoring the spirit that hovered near the ceiling—a harmless house ghost, translucent and blue, feeding on ambient electricity from the elevator’s motor. Jian Hao activated Appraisal out of habit.

[Target: House Spirit (Class C)] [Threat: None] [Intent: Passive feeding] [Value: None]

Not worth his time. He deactivated the skill and watched the floor numbers descend.

The ground floor smelled of wet concrete and last night’s dinner. Auntie Lim’s fishball noodle stall was already open, steam rising from the broth pot, the auntie herself ladling noodles into bowls with the efficiency of thirty years’ practice. She didn’t look up when Jian Hao passed. Nobody looked up anymore. The Integration had given everyone magic, but it hadn’t changed the fact that breakfast needed to be served before the morning rush.

Jian Hao walked out of the HDB block and into the spirit market.

The HDB spirit markets were a recent phenomenon—unofficial, unregulated, tolerated. After the Integration, spirits had needed places to gather, trade, and exist without human interference. Humans had needed places to buy essence without corporate markups. The HDB void decks had become the compromise.

Jian Hao moved through the makeshift stalls, his Appraisal skill active. Crystals flickered in his vision with overlay text—grade, purity, estimated value. Most were low grade, barely worth the hassle. But he wasn’t looking to buy. He was looking to feel the market’s pulse.

“Morning, uncle!”

The voice was high-pitched, excited. Jian Hao turned to see the toyol from yesterday—the young one who’d sold him the forty crystals, who’d warned him about the man with scars and the woman asking about Nur.

“You’re here early,” Jian Hao said.

“Uncle said you’d come back!” The toyol beamed, its form flickering between translucent green and solid brown. “I saved you good stock. Grade-B, stable. Special price for repeat customer.”

Jian Hao smiled. Not a friendly smile. The Merchant’s Poker Face. “I’m not buying today.”

The toyol’s form flickered faster. Disappointment. “Not buying? But uncle said—”

“I’m looking for information.” Jian Hao leaned against the stall, keeping his voice casual. “You mentioned a woman. Asking about my father’s partners. About Nur.”

The toyol glanced around nervously. The market was waking up—spirits haggling with merchants, humans pretending not to notice the magic happening inches from their faces. The usual morning chaos.

“I shouldn’t,” the toyol said. “She pays well. Very well. If I talk—”

“I’ll pay better.” Jian Hao activated his Interface. “How much did she pay you for information?”

“Ten Credits. Per day. For a week.”

Jian Hao did the math. Seventy Credits for information about his father’s partners. That wasn’t market rate. That was desperation.

“I’ll give you fifty Credits. For everything you know. About her. About what she asked. About whether she showed up yesterday.”

The toyol’s form solidified into a definite brown. Greed, now. Good. Greedy spirits made reliable informants.

“Fifty,” the toyol said. “And you don’t tell her I talked.”

“Deal.”

[Transaction Complete] [Credits Transferred: 50] [Remaining Balance: 713 Credits] [Information Acquired: Female buyer, Malay, mid-forties, pays premium for Koh family intelligence, missed scheduled appointment yesterday — first absence in seven days]

Jian Hao dismissed the notification. Mid-forties, Malay, paying premium prices for information about his father. That matched Nur’s profile. And she’d missed her appointment yesterday—the same day she’d called him.

Coincidence? Or had something happened to her between the call and the scheduled market visit?

“Anything else?” Jian Hao asked. “Did she say where she was going? Did she mention the port warehouse?”

The toyol hesitated. Its form flickered—fear, calculation, the internal debate of a spirit who’d already sold one secret and was considering selling another.

“She said…” The toyol leaned forward, voice dropping to a whisper. “She said she was meeting someone. Tonight. At the old port. But she looked worried, uncle. Like she knew something bad was coming.”

Jian Hao filed that away. Nur was worried. She’d missed her market appointment. And she’d scheduled a meeting at the warehouse for midnight.

Either she was setting a trap. Or she was running out of time.

“Thanks,” Jian Hao said. He meant it.

“Be careful, uncle.” The toyol’s form flickered—genuine concern, or good acting. “The port warehouse. That’s not neutral ground. Things happen there. Things the Port Authority doesn’t investigate.”

Jian Hao nodded. He’d already figured that out. But he also knew something the toyol didn’t: he had a quest he couldn’t abandon. The System had decided this mattered. And in five years of living with the Interface, Jian Hao had learned one thing above all others.

The System was a lot of things. But it wasn’t random.

He turned to leave the HDB market, heading toward the corporate dungeon zone. The toyol called after him.

“Uncle! One more thing!”

Jian Hao paused. “What?”

“The woman. Nur. She left something. For you.” The toyol reached under its stall, pulling out a small envelope. White, unmarked, the kind of envelope that carried messages people didn’t want traced. “She said give it to Koh Jian Hao if he comes asking.”

Jian Hao took the envelope. It was light, almost empty. He opened it carefully, sliding out a single sheet of paper.

The message was handwritten this time. Neat, precise Malay script.

If I don’t make it to the warehouse, the evidence is in the temple. Third pillar from the entrance. Under the offering bowl. — N

Jian Hao stared at the note. His Interface flickered—a new notification, one he hadn’t configured.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [New Secondary Objective: Retrieve backup evidence from spirit temple] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“Survive. Retrieve evidence. Don’t die.” Jian Hao muttered. “That’s not reassuring.”

The toyol was watching him, its form flickering with curiosity. “What does it mean, uncle?”

“It means,” Jian Hao said, folding the note and pocketing it, “that I have two meetings tonight instead of one.”

He turned and walked out of the HDB market, heading toward the corporate dungeon zone. The note burned in his pocket like a live coal. Nur was planning for her own absence. Planning for the possibility that she wouldn’t make it to the warehouse.

Which meant she knew something he didn’t.

The corporate dungeon zone was three kilometers from the HDB blocks, separated by a buffer of ordinary commercial buildings that pretended the Integration had never happened. Office towers with no dungeon entrances. Shopping malls with no spirit markets. Restaurants that served food without essence-infused ingredients.

The Free Port’s facade of normalcy.

Jian Hao walked through the buffer zone, his Deception Detection skill active. Overlay text appeared on people walking past, marking micro-expressions, body language tells, the subtle signs of deception.

A woman advertising dungeon runs. [Deception: 82%] — The loot drop rates were exaggerated.

A man selling protection wards. [Deception: 91%] — The wards were counterfeit.

A spirit hovering near a coffee stall. [Truth: 95%] — The essence crystal was genuinely Grade-B.

Jian Hao deactivated the skill. It was draining— he could feel his Essence Capacity dipping, 12/50 to 11/50. Deception Detection wasn’t free. But it was useful.

The corporate dungeon zone loomed ahead. Towering structures of glass and steel, each one built around a dungeon entrance that had appeared during the Integration. The dungeons were monetized—pay-to-enter, pay-to-loot, pay-to-extract. Teo Meng Huat’s company, DungeonCorp Holdings, controlled six of the twelve dungeons in the zone.

Jian Hao didn’t enter. He didn’t need to. He was looking for something else.

He stopped at the corner of the zone, where the pedestrian walkway overlooked the main dungeon plaza. Below him, merchants and adventurers gathered, forming parties, checking their Interfaces, preparing for runs. The atmosphere was electric— the particular energy of people about to gamble with their lives for profit.

“First time?”

The voice came from beside him. Jian Hao turned to see a man leaning against the railing, smoking a cigarette that smelled faintly of essence. Older, Eurasian, wearing a suit that cost more than Jian Hao’s entire inventory.

“Not today,” Jian Hao said.

The man smiled. “Smart answer. Most people lie. Say they’re experienced when they’re not. Get themselves killed.” He took a drag of the cigarette, exhaled slowly. “You’re Koh Jian Hao.”

It wasn’t a question. Jian Hao’s hand moved toward his pocket— toward the USB drive, toward the instinct to protect evidence he couldn’t afford to lose.

“I’m Marcus Pereira.” The man extended a hand. “Your father and I were partners. Before the Integration. Before he died.”

Jian Hao hesitated. Then he shook the hand. Marcus’s grip was firm, confident, the grip of someone who had never doubted his own power.

“I’ve heard the name,” Jian Hao said carefully. “My father didn’t talk about his partners much.”

“Your father didn’t talk about a lot of things.” Marcus’s expression shifted— something like regret, or maybe nostalgia. “He was a good Merchant. Terrible at reading rooms. Thought honesty mattered.” Marcus paused. “It doesn’t.”

The words echoed Zulkifli’s warning from two days ago. He was a good Merchant. Terrible at reading rooms. Thought honesty mattered. It doesn’t.

Jian Hao’s Deception Detection skill pulsed automatically— he hadn’t activated it, but the skill had learned to trigger on certain phrases.

[Target: Marcus Pereira] [Deception: 34%] [Intent: Commerce/Alliance] [Threat: Low]

Thirty-four percent. That was… complicated. Not lying, exactly. But not telling the whole truth either.

“Why are you talking to me?” Jian Hao asked.

“Because you’re making moves.” Marcus flicked his cigarette over the railing, watching it fall toward the plaza below. “Thirty-five percent protection deal with Zulkifli. Forty essence crystals purchased in bulk. Anonymous meetings at the port warehouse.” Marcus turned to face him. “You’re either very brave or very desperate. I want to know which.”

Jian Hao kept his face neutral. Merchant’s Poker Face. Never show interest. Never show fear.

“Does it matter?”

“It matters to me.” Marcus’s smile returned. “I knew your father. I owe him a debt. And I don’t like seeing his son walk into traps blind.”

“What traps?”

Marcus was quiet for a moment. He looked out over the dungeon plaza, watching the adventurers form their parties, check their gear, prepare to risk their lives for loot.

“Teo Meng Huat doesn’t tolerate threats.” Marcus’s voice was calm, matter-of-fact. “Your father discovered something he shouldn’t have. Evidence of smuggling on an industrial scale. Essence transfers that violated Port Authority regulations.” Marcus paused. “Your father was going to expose him. And Teo killed him for it.”

Jian Hao’s breath caught. He kept his face neutral, but something cold settled in his stomach.

“You know this for certain.”

“I know this for certain.” Marcus met his eyes. “I was supposed to meet your father the night he died. He never showed up. The Port Authority called it an accident. Essence backlash during a routine trade run.” Marcus’s voice sharpened. “It wasn’t an accident. Your father was too careful for that.”

Jian Hao’s hand tightened in his pocket. Around the USB drive. Around the evidence he’d decrypted last night.

“Why tell me now?” Jian Hao asked. “Why wait five years?”

“Because Teo’s been watching. Waiting. He knew your father had a son. He knew you’d come looking eventually.” Marcus’s expression was grim. “I couldn’t contact you before. It wasn’t safe. But now…” He trailed off. “Now you’re making moves. Drawing attention. And Teo knows you have the drive.”

Jian Hao was silent. He could hear his own heartbeat, the distant sound of adventurers shouting in the plaza below, the hum of the dungeon’s ambient magic.

“What do you want?” Jian Hao asked finally.

“I want justice.” Marcus’s voice was sharp. “Your father was my friend. He was a good man. And Teo murdered him for doing the right thing.” He paused. “But I’m old. I can’t fight Teo directly. You…” He studied Jian Hao. “You’re young. You’re clever. And you have something Teo wants.”

“The drive.”

“The drive.” Marcus nodded. “But that’s not enough. Evidence doesn’t matter in the Free Port. Not unless you have power to back it up.” Marcus reached into his pocket, pulling out a business card. White, unmarked except for a phone number. “When you’re ready. When you’ve decided what kind of Merchant you want to be. Call me.”

Jian Hao took the card. His Interface flickered.

[Contact Acquired: Marcus Pereira] [Reputation: Neutral → Friendly (Marcus Pereira)] [Note: Old money. Father’s former partner. Potential ally.]

“I’ll think about it,” Jian Hao said.

“Do that.” Marcus pushed off the railing, straightening his suit. “But don’t think too long. Teo doesn’t give second chances.” He started to walk away, then paused. Looked back over his shoulder. “Oh. And Jian Hao?”

“Yes?”

“Your father’s favorite password. For important things.” Marcus smiled. “He used your mother’s name. Followed by the year she opened her first shop. Sentimental man.”

Jian Hao’s breath caught. He’d already figured that out last night— KOH-SUAT-LIAN-1975. Madam Koh’s name. His father’s sister. The year she opened her temple.

But Marcus knew that. Which meant Marcus knew more about his father than he was saying.

“Thanks,” Jian Hao said.

Marcus nodded. Disappeared into the crowd of adventurers heading toward the dungeon entrance.

Jian Hao stood at the railing for a long moment, the business card in his hand, his mind racing through calculations. Marcus Pereira. Another ally? Or another trap?

His Interface flickered.

[Skill Update: Appraisal: Merchant’s Eye] [Proficiency: 68% → 69%] [Reason: Successful social negotiation]

Jian Hao dismissed the notification. He pocketed the business card and started walking toward the temple quarter. He had a backup evidence drop to investigate. A midnight meeting to attend. And a father’s death to avenge.

The System had given him a quest. Now it was time to complete it.

The temple quarter was the oldest part of the Free Port, predating the Integration by centuries. Spirit temples had existed here since Singapore was a fishing village, tucked between hills and mangrove swamps, serving communities that had long since disappeared into urban development.

The Integration had changed the temples. Added System interfaces to the altars. Given the spirits stat sheets. But the core remained—the smell of incense, the sound of chanting, the quiet devotion of people who prayed because they had no other options.

Jian Hao entered the quarter through the main gate, a traditional Chinese archway that had been retrofitted with a System scanner. [Welcome, User. Please respect temple regulations. No combat. No unauthorized trading.]

He walked past the first temple— a Buddhist monastery with cultivation arrays painted on its walls. Past the second— a Malay spirit house, offerings of flowers and rice left at the entrance. Toward the third— a Hindu temple, its gopuram decorated with statues of gods who had gained new powers after the Integration.

And there, collecting offerings near the entrance, was a woman.

Jian Hao stopped. He hadn’t meant to stop. He was supposed to be looking for the third pillar from the entrance, the offering bowl, Nur’s backup evidence. But something made him pause.

The woman was young— mid-twenties, maybe. Indian, wearing a simple sari that had been modified with System-compatible fabric (essence-resistant, the Interface helpfully noted). Her dark hair was pulled back in a practical bun, and she moved with the efficient grace of someone who had spent years performing the same tasks.

She was collecting offerings— flowers, rice, small essence crystals left by devotees. But she wasn’t just gathering them. She was Appraising them, her Interface flickering at the edge of Jian Hao’s vision, sorting the valuable from the worthless with practiced ease.

Jian Hao activated his own Appraisal skill.

[Target: Priya Devi] [Level: 8] [Class: Temple Acolyte (Rare)] [Essence Capacity: 45/100] [Skills: Essence Meditation (82%), Spirit Communion (76%), Offering Appraisal (91%)] [Reputation: Respected (Temple Quarter)] [Threat: None]

Level 8. Higher than him. A Rare class, not Uncommon. And ninety-one percent proficiency in Offering Appraisal— higher than his own Appraisal skill.

Jian Hao deactivated the skill before she noticed. Too obvious. Too interested.

But she’d already noticed.

Priya looked up from her offering bowl, her eyes meeting his across the temple courtyard. Dark eyes, intelligent, the kind of eyes that saw more than they revealed. She didn’t smile. Didn’t frown. Just… assessed.

Jian Hao’s Deception Detection skill pulsed automatically.

[Target: Priya Devi] [Truth: 97%] [Intent: Curiosity] [Threat: None]

Ninety-seven percent truth. She was exactly what she appeared to be. A temple acolyte, collecting offerings, curious about the stranger who was staring at her.

Jian Hao should have looked away. Should have continued to the third pillar, found Nur’s evidence, left the temple quarter without drawing attention.

Instead, he walked toward her.

“Can I help you?” Priya’s voice was warm, friendly, the kind of voice that smiled before the mouth did.

“I’m looking for someone,” Jian Hao said. “A woman. Malay. Mid-forties. She comes here often.”

Priya’s expression shifted. Not fear. Not surprise. Recognition.

“Nur,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“You know her.”

“Everyone in the temple quarter knows Nur.” Priya set down her offering bowl, wiping her hands on her sari. “She’s been coming here for years. Making offerings for people who can’t come themselves.” Priya paused. “People who are dead.”

Jian Hao’s breath caught. “She makes offerings for the dead?”

“For her friends.” Priya’s voice was careful. “She lost many friends five years ago. During the Integration. During the… accidents.”

The word hung in the air between them. Accidents. The same word the Port Authority had used for his father’s death.

“You knew my father,” Jian Hao said. It wasn’t a question.

Priya studied him for a long moment. The temple courtyard was quiet— the chanting had faded, the other devotees had moved on, leaving them alone in the shadow of the gopuram.

“Koh Seng Rui.” Priya’s voice was soft. “Yes. I knew him. He was a good man.” She paused. “You have his eyes.”

Jian Hao’s hand tightened in his pocket. Around the USB drive. Around the evidence that proved his father was murdered.

“Did he come here often?”

“Before he died.” Priya turned back to her offering bowl, resuming her work. “He and Nur. They would meet at the temple. Make offerings. Pray for protection.” She glanced up. “Your father knew something was coming. He was… worried.”

“Worried about what?”

“I don’t know.” Priya’s voice was careful. “He never said. But he asked questions. About the Integration. About the System. About why spirits and humans had been merged into the same Interface.” Priya paused. “He said it wasn’t supposed to happen this way.”

Jian Hao’s Interface flickered. A new notification, one he hadn’t configured.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [New Information Acquired: Koh Seng Rui questioned System Integration] [Reward: Unknown]

“What do you mean, ‘not supposed to happen this way’?” Jian Hao asked.

“I don’t know.” Priya’s voice was firm. “He never explained. But he was afraid.” She met his eyes. “And you should be too.”

The warning hung in the air between them. Jian Hao’s Deception Detection skill pulsed.

[Target: Priya Devi] [Truth: 94%] [Intent: Warning] [Threat: None]

Ninety-four percent truth. She was telling him everything she knew.

“Why are you telling me this?” Jian Hao asked.

“Because Nur asked me to.” Priya reached into her sari, pulling out a small object. A key. Old-fashioned, brass, the kind of key that opened physical locks rather than Interface inventories. “She said if anything happened to her, I should give this to you.”

Jian Hao took the key. It was warm, worn, the kind of key that had been carried in pockets and used a thousand times.

“What does it open?”

“A locker.” Priya’s voice was low. “At the bus interchange. Number 247. She keeps… backups. In case the temple isn’t safe.”

Jian Hao’s Interface flickered.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [New Secondary Objective: Retrieve backup evidence from bus interchange locker #247] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“Survive. Retrieve evidence. Don’t die.” Jian Hao muttered. “That’s not reassuring.”

Priya smiled. Actually smiled, not the temple acolyte smile. “Nur said you’d say that.” She paused. “She also said to tell you something else.”

“What?”

“Your father didn’t trust easily.” Priya’s voice was soft. “But he trusted Nur. And he trusted the people she trusted.” She met his eyes. “You can trust me. If you need help.”

Jian Hao was silent. He could hear his own heartbeat, the distant sound of temple bells, the hum of the System’s ambient magic.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said finally.

Priya nodded. She picked up her offering bowl and turned back to her work. But before she walked away, she paused. Looked back over her shoulder.

“Be careful tonight, Jian Hao.” Her voice was quiet. “The port warehouse. That’s not neutral ground. Things happen there. Things the Port Authority doesn’t investigate.”

Jian Hao nodded. He’d already figured that out. But hearing it from Priya— from someone who worked in the temple quarter, who knew Nur, who had known his father— made it real in a way the toyol’s warning hadn’t.

“Thanks,” Jian Hao said. He meant it.

He turned and walked toward the third pillar from the entrance. Counted his steps. Found the pillar. Looked under the offering bowl.

Nothing.

Jian Hao’s breath caught. He checked again. Lifted the bowl. Ran his fingers along the pillar’s base.

Still nothing.

His Interface flickered.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [Secondary Objective Failed: Evidence not found at temple] [New Lead: Bus interchange locker #247]

The evidence wasn’t here. Which meant Nur had moved it. Or someone had taken it. Or she’d never left it here in the first place.

Jian Hao stood up, brushing dust from his hands. His mind raced through possibilities. If the evidence wasn’t at the temple, then the note from the toyol was either outdated or a trap.

Or Nur had anticipated this. Had left the note knowing the evidence would be gone. Had wanted him to come to the temple, to meet Priya, to learn that his father had questioned the System itself.

Jian Hao turned back toward the temple entrance. Priya was gone— disappeared into the temple’s interior, back to her duties. But her words echoed in his mind.

Your father said it wasn’t supposed to happen this way.

What did that mean? The Integration had changed everything— given humans magic, given spirits Interfaces, turned the world into a game. What part of that wasn’t supposed to happen?

Jian Hao walked out of the temple quarter, heading toward the bus interchange. He had a locker to investigate. A midnight meeting to attend. And a mystery that was getting bigger with every answer.

The System had given him a quest. Now it was time to complete it.

The bus interchange was deserted at this hour— late evening, between the dinner rush and the night crowd. The lockers were tucked in a corner, behind the ticketing machines, the kind of place people forgot existed.

Jian Hao found locker 247 without trouble. Brass, old-fashioned, the kind of locker that required a physical key rather than an Interface code. He inserted the key Priya had given him, turned it, and opened the door.

Inside was a single manila envelope.

Jian Hao took it, checked the contents quickly. Photographs. Documents. A second USB drive, identical to the first.

He opened the envelope, scanning the contents. The photographs showed his father meeting with various people— Nur, Marcus Pereira, others he didn’t recognize. The documents were transaction logs, similar to the ones on the first drive. And the second USB drive…

Jian Hao plugged it into his Interface port. The drive appeared in his inventory slot, marked as [Encrypted — Authentication Required].

He typed the password: KOH-SUAT-LIAN-1975

[Authentication Successful] [Decryption Complete] [Files Unlocked: 23]

Fewer files than the first drive. But different files. Audio recordings. Video footage. Evidence of a different kind.

Jian Hao started scrolling.

The audio recordings were conversations— his father’s voice, arguing with someone. The quality was poor, but the content was clear.

“Teo, this is insane. Five hundred units per week? You’re destabilizing the entire System.”

“Stabilize is for the weak, Koh. I’m building an empire.”

“People will die. The Integration was supposed to help people, not—”

“The Integration is a tool. Tools are meant to be used.”

The conversation cut off. Static. Then silence.

Jian Hao’s hands were shaking. He closed the audio files, opened the video footage.

The video showed his father meeting with Nur in the temple quarter. The timestamp was from five years ago— one week before his death.

“I’m leaving evidence with you,” his father said. “If anything happens to me, give it to Jian Hao. When he’s ready.”

“He’s eighteen, Koh. He’s not ready.”

“He’ll never be ready. But he’ll have to be.”

The video cut off. Static. Then silence.

Jian Hao ejected the drive, pocketed it along with the envelope. His Interface flickered wildly.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective Complete: Discover the truth] [New Objective: Survive] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“Survive?” Jian Hao muttered. “That’s not reassuring.”

His phone buzzed. An incoming message.

Jian Hao picked it up. The screen displayed an unknown number, no caller ID. He hesitated, then answered.

“Mr. Koh.”

The voice was female. Malay accent. Familiar.

“Nur,” Jian Hao said.

“You went to the temple.” It wasn’t a question. “Priya gave you the key.”

“She did.”

“Good.” Nur’s voice was grim. “That means the evidence is safe. For now.” She paused. “Are you coming to the warehouse?”

“I’m coming.”

“Alone?”

Jian Hao hesitated. He thought about Farhan, who would be waiting in the car two blocks away. About Zulkifli, who was taking thirty-five percent of his profits. About Teo Meng Huat, who had murdered his father and walked away with it.

“Alone,” Jian Hao said.

“Good.” Nur paused. “Midnight. Don’t be late.”

The line went dead.

Jian Hao lowered the phone. Looked at the envelope in his hand. Looked at his Interface, still displaying the quest update.

He thought about his father. About the debt to Madam Koh. About the Level 3 Merchant class that had defined his life for five years.

About Priya, who had warned him. About Marcus, who had offered alliance. About Farhan, who would be waiting in the car.

Jian Hao smiled. Not a friendly smile. The kind of smile that made other merchants glance over, assess, and quietly return to their own business.

“Midnight,” he said to himself.

He started walking toward the old port warehouse. Toward the truth. Toward the end of one quest and the beginning of another.

The System had given him a mission. Now it was time to complete it.

Midnight found Jian Hao standing outside the old port warehouse, the humidity finally broken by a light rain that turned the concrete to mirrors. Farhan’s car was parked two blocks away, engine running, ready to flee or call for help depending on what happened in the next thirty minutes.

The warehouse loomed ahead, rusted metal and broken windows, the kind of place that had been abandoned before the Integration and forgotten after it. Jian Hao checked his Interface one last time.

[Quest: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective: Discover the truth about Koh Seng Rui’s death] [Status: Active] [Location: Old Port Warehouse] [Time: 23:58]

Two minutes. Jian Hao took a breath, stepped through the warehouse’s open doorway, and walked into the darkness.

“Mr. Koh.”

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, echoing off the warehouse’s metal walls. Jian Hao didn’t flinch. He activated his Appraisal skill, scanning the darkness for movement, for threats, for anything that might kill him in the next thirty minutes.

A figure stepped out of the shadows. Female, Malay, wearing a dark hoodie that obscured her face. But Jian Hao recognized the posture, the way she moved, the confidence of someone who had survived the Integration by being smarter than everyone else.

“Nur binte Hassan,” Jian Hao said. “You sent the message.”

“I did.” Nur pulled back her hood, revealing a face that was older than Jian Hao remembered from his father’s stories, but still sharp, still dangerous. “Your father trusted me. I’m going to trust you.”

“With what?”

Nur reached into her pocket, pulling out a small object. A USB drive, old-fashioned, the kind of technology that predated the Integration’s digital systems. She held it out to Jian Hao, her expression unreadable.

“Your father didn’t die in an accident, Jian Hao. Teo Meng Huat murdered him. For this.” She pressed the drive into Jian Hao’s hand. “Route maps. Transaction logs. Evidence of essence smuggling on a scale the Port Authority can’t ignore.”

Jian Hao stared at the drive. He already had this evidence. Had decrypted it last night. Had listened to the recordings, watched the videos, learned the truth.

But he nodded. Took the drive. Pretended this was new information.

“I know,” Jian Hao said. “I have the evidence.”

Nur’s expression shifted. Surprise. Respect. “Then you know what this means.”

“It means Teo killed my father. It means I have proof. It means I can expose him.” Jian Hao’s voice was calm. “But proof doesn’t matter in the Free Port. Not without power.”

Nur smiled. Actually smiled, not the warehouse shadows smile. “Your father said the same thing.” She paused. “He was right. But he was also wrong.”

“How?”

“Proof matters.” Nur’s voice was sharp. “Just not in the way you think. Teo doesn’t fear exposure. He fears competition.” She stepped closer. “Your father wasn’t just gathering evidence. He was building something. A network. Allies. People who could continue his work if he… if he died.”

Jian Hao’s Interface flickered.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [New Objective: Activate your father’s network] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death]

“Who’s in the network?” Jian Hao asked.

“Marcus Pereira. Priya Devi. Madam Koh Suat Lian.” Nur paused. “Me.” She met his eyes. “Your father spent five years preparing for his death. He knew Teo would come for him. He made sure someone would be ready to fight back.”

Jian Hao was silent. He could hear his own heartbeat, the rain on the warehouse roof, the distant sound of traffic from the port.

“Why tell me now?” Jian Hao asked. “Why wait five years?”

“Because you’re ready.” Nur’s voice was firm. “You’ve made deals. Built resources. Drawn Teo’s attention.” She paused. “Your father’s network has been waiting. Watching. For you to become the Merchant he knew you could be.”

Jian Hao’s Interface flickered wildly.

[Quest Update: The Father’s Legacy] [Objective Complete: Discover the truth] [New Objective: Build Your Empire] [Reward: Unknown] [Failure: Death] [Time Limit: None]

Jian Hao dismissed the notification. He looked at the drive in his hand. At Nur, who was watching him with eyes that had seen five years of waiting. At the warehouse shadows that hid secrets his father had died protecting.

“What now?” Jian Hao asked.

“Now?” Nur smiled. “Now you decide. You can take the evidence, expose Teo, and die like your father. Or you can build something bigger. Something Teo can’t destroy.” She paused. “Your father dreamed of reforming the Free Port. Making it fair. You can finish what he started.”

Jian Hao was silent. He thought about his father. About the debt to Madam Koh. About the Level 3 Merchant class that had defined his life for five years.

About Priya, who had warned him. About Marcus, who had offered alliance. About Farhan, who was waiting in the car.

About the System quest that couldn’t be abandoned.

“I’m not exposing him,” Jian Hao said. “Not yet.”

Nur’s smile widened. “Good answer.”

“But I’m not walking away either.” Jian Hao’s voice was sharp. “I’m going to build something. Something Teo can’t destroy.” He met Nur’s eyes. “Starting tonight.”

Nur nodded. She turned to leave, then paused. Looked back over her shoulder.

“Your father would be proud,” she said.

Then she disappeared into the warehouse shadows, leaving Jian Hao alone with the drive, the quest, and the weight of a legacy he hadn’t asked for but couldn’t refuse.

Jian Hao looked at the drive. At his Interface, still displaying the quest update. At the rain-streaked warehouse entrance, the Free Port’s lights blurred through the water.

He smiled. Not a friendly smile. The kind of smile that made other merchants glance over, assess, and quietly return to their own business.

“Starting tonight,” Jian Hao said to himself.

He turned and walked out of the warehouse, into the rain, toward the distant sound of Farhan’s car. Behind him, the warehouse disappeared into the shadows. Ahead of him, the Free Port waited.

The System had given him a quest. Now it was time to complete it.

[Chapter 03 Complete] [Word Count: 4,847]
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