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Chapter 1 — Last Pull

T

revor Dwyer called the wipe six seconds before anybody else; the Ash Warden had raised its left gauntlet, sending a sharp red spark through the cracked wrist. Each failed pull had ended the same way, with half the arena full of fire.


He thumbed his headset. “Stack on the left. Mitch, bait the cone, and everybody else rolls through the wrist when it locks.”

Mitch protested, “The published guide says we should spread here.”

He snorted. “The guide is why we have twelve dead bodies on the floor.”

At his cluttered desk, Trevor leaned toward the old monitor while its blue light filled his dark bedroom. Beside his keyboard stood an empty orange soda bottle. And the clock in the corner read 2:11 a.m.

In six hours, he had algebra, then a grocery shift, and a mother who would knock at seven because she trusted neither alarm. After that came the rest of his first year after high school: work, class, cheap food, and a few hours online with men who lost left under pressure. Not glamorous, but his.

But this pull belonged to him too. After three nights lost to the same rule, he said no to let a bad guide waste a fourth.

Across the arena, the massive Ash Warden turned while Mitch ran right.

He could only watch while Mitch sprinted the wrong way before muttering, “That path remains impressively different from left, brother.”

Then the boss fired; three players vanished beneath a roaring wall of flame. He hit his dash and slid under the burning arm. His blade struck the bright elbow seam, dropped the health bar by a full inch, and showed the hidden break point.

He shouted, “Everybody hit the bright wrist seam. If I can carry this lobby, I can carry anybody.”

Suddenly, white light filled his monitor and punched through the screen.

He threw himself backward, but the light caught his face and pulled until his chair struck the wall. Against his throat, the headset cord snapped tight as blue sparks raced across its metal band, then pain struck both sides of his skull, drove down his spine, and locked each muscle.

Under the shock, his rigid hand clamped the mouse while burnt plastic and hair fouled the air. Soon the raid voices stretched into an animal groan, then vanished beneath the electronic whine inside his skull.

He tried to call for his mother, but his locked jaw would not open before the clock changed to 2:12 and his heart stopped.

For one wild second, his room stretched into a thin blue tunnel. His stiff body stayed in the chair at the far end. A bright outline shaped exactly like Trevor tore free, and then his desk, house, and Springfield vanished.

At the tunnel's end, rough stone struck his cheek. He opened his mouth to cough dust in a voice that came out light, clear, and far too pretty. He froze against the cold floor.

Beneath him, a cracked tile pressed against his bare thigh. Along his back, cold air moved in two wide bands while his left breast flattened beneath his forearm. Over his face spilled long pale hair.

He coughed until the dust stopped scratching his throat, then said, “Okay, this situation now has a few serious problems.”

Still the wrong voice when he pushed upright. Behind him, white feathers spread across the floor.

He tried to pull away, but both wings jerked with him; one struck a broken wooden bench while the other swept dust into his face.

He stared at the feathers. “Wings.”

Around him, the cracked hall returned the word in a woman's voice. Above his brow, gold light blinked and formed a broken ring with a dark gap at the rear.

He craned his neck. “Halo.”

Then blue System letters opened in front of him.

SYSTEM // Oh, fuck it. Crisis first; identity spiral after nobody is dying.
READOUT // Founder vessel online
VITALS // HP 108/108 — full | MP 146/146 — full
Trevor Dwyer still lives within.
He remains 19.
He remains physically 19.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic.
Class: Unsworn paladin.
Terrestrial body: deceased.
Continuity status: soul intact.
Translation layer: English (United States).
You cannot currently return.
Emergency condition: active.


He read the blue panel twice; however, the awful words stayed fixed.

Of all its words, deceased hurt more than female. Back home, his bedroom had not vanished because a game portal needed a hero. By seven, his mother would find him cold in the chair, and no return spell could make that discovery gentle.

He pressed one pale palm to the tile until the new fingers ached. Grief could take its turn after he survived the next ten minutes. For now, the panel supplied two facts worth defending: his soul stayed intact, and the System still logged him as male.

Across his narrow chest, a torn white shift fell to mid-thigh. One side had slipped from a soft shoulder. Before he touched anything, the weight of breasts beneath cloth, a narrow waist, pale white skin, and long blonde hair answered the question: female body, angel.

Yet his thoughts did not crash the way they should have. One dumb part of his brain insisted the bright hair looked wild.

He caught a warm, smooth handful near his waist and brushed dust from the ends. Before tonight, his hair had stopped at his ears. Now it fell over his lap in a bright sheet and made the torn shift look costly.

He flexed his bare foot until five pale toes moved, then bent one knee. Beneath the cloth, his thigh stayed slim and soft, but firm muscle answered at once. When he turned, his waist pulled, his new chest carried more weight than expected, and both wings shifted to keep him upright.

Not weak. Also very, very cute.

He looked down at himself, raised both pale brows, and said, “I have become someone's premium limited banner unit.”

Above him, the cracked halo answered with a small, offended pulse.

Still, his reaction bothered him more than the joke admitted. He wanted his old room, his family, and the answer to whether Mitch had wiped. He also wanted five private minutes with a mirror and each menu this angel body possessed. Worse, that second desire arrived too fast, wrapped in a warm thrill that did not feel borrowed.

In plain English, the panel declared his soul intact and logged male with he/him. He held on to that truth while the soft weight on his chest shifted with each breath.

Enjoying good gear did not turn a man into the gear, any more than a knight became the sword he admired. Unfortunately, the comparison survived for almost three seconds, then one wing twitched at his pretty voice and sent a pleasant shiver between his shoulders.

He pointed one accusing finger at his new chest and said, “We are going to watch that suspicious response very closely.”

His pulse jumped at the voice again before a wet cough sounded to his right.

He rolled toward the sound. Beside the broken circle, he found a woman sprawled on the floor. Over her dark blue tunic lay dented silver half-plate. Around one wrist looped a severed flail chain; a black claw had punched through the mail below her ribs.

Even on the ground, she looked tall. Her lightly sun-tanned white skin had gone gray around the mouth, and one thick braid lay across her breastplate, its end dark with blood.

Her gray-green eyes opened on him; at once, she reached for an iron flail head three feet beyond her armored fingers.

She breathed, “Founder angel.”

Not relief, but expectation. She did not know him. Yet someone had built this body so a wounded inquisitor would see soft cheeks, bright hair, an exposed shoulder, and a broken gold halo and expect an answer. Together, those features formed a uniform as surely as her dented plate.

He disliked being assigned a role before reading the skill list; still, he disliked leaving a party member on the floor more.

He crawled closer, stopped outside her reach, and said, “Maybe, although I was more of a raid caller five minutes ago. Tell me what you need right now.”

Slowly, the wounded woman blinked twice and studied him again.

Damaris pressed harder against her wound. Then she said, “You asked what I need instead of who I am.”

He kept his focus on the blood between her fingers. “Identity needs a longer answer, and you are bleeding now.”

She pressed one hand against the ragged hole in her mail while dark blood slipped through her fingers and entered the carved circle.

Damaris shifted against the tile, drew a painful breath, and said, “The founder rite failed because this vessel should have been empty.”

Trevor spread both hands with his palms turned upward and said, “It was not empty, so please forgive the scheduling conflict.”

For half a second, her gray-green gaze crossed his face, halo, bare shoulder, and white wings, stealing focus from the wound.

Damaris studied him as if searching for a second face and said, “You are a human man inside that vessel.”

Trevor met her stare without looking away from the challenge and said, “Yes, and that fact remains key to me.”

Damaris looked lower. One eyebrow rose toward her hairline before she said, “That female angel body is plainly not male.”

Trevor nodded toward the spreading blood between her fingers and said, “Also yes. Can we finish the identity discussion after first aid?”

At that, the woman's mouth twitched with either sudden pain or the beginning of a laugh.

Damaris drew one more careful breath before giving him her name: “Damaris Pike. I am a twenty-three-year-old Inquisitor.”

Trevor said with the same facts and none of her gravity. “Trevor Dwyer, nineteen. I attend community college, and this is an awful night to meet you.”

Damaris grimaced as one more drop struck the carved floor. Then she said, “You asked me to tell you what I need.”

Trevor gestured for her to continue before they lost more time and said, “I am still asking while your timer keeps falling.”

With two bloody fingers, she directed him toward a wide stair at the far end of the hall. Three iron bells hung above it; two had cracked, while the third moved without wind.

Damaris warned him. “Close the hurt soul breach before the living rakers wake.”

While she spoke, he mapped the ruined hall. Four bench rows faced the broken circle, white paint clung to stone walls, and hundreds of small names ringed the bells, half chipped away. Above the stair, a round window framed gray dawn and a dark hill.

Good; he had a coherent combat picture. Benches gave poor cover but handy channels, and loose boards could become clubs or braces. Both cracked bells would fall if their ropes reached the floor, and anything climbing the broad stair had to pass beneath them. More importantly, black trails meant wounded foes, not dead ones.

Near the circle stood no doors. Between them and the closest clear exit beyond the stair, three narrow trails of black blood crossed the floor.

Trevor raised one finger. “How many living rakers remain inside this shrine?”

Damaris said him. “I killed two before the black claw reached me.”

He frowned. “That was not the question.”

Damaris tried again. “I counted six different voices before the rite failed.”

He nodded. “Great, that leaves four unless demon kindergarten teaches advanced counting.”

Over the wound, her bloody fingers tightened as she said, “They hunt open souls, and mine is close.”

He tapped his chest and asked, “And what condition would you assign to my soul?”

Damaris winced. “Your new soul is painfully bright and dangerously loud.”

He sighed. “So this founder body spawned with passive threat generation.”

Damaris narrowed her eyes. “You keep saying that you somehow spawned here.”

He held up one finger and said, “Later.”

Beneath the tiles, a harsh scrape moved from left to right, answered by over one set of claws. One creature waited below the circle, and at least one more had found the wall.

He turned as the carved circle split in six places and black light rose through the cracks like smoke beneath a door.

Then a broad impact thumped beneath the tile, paused, and struck again hard enough to shake dust from the grout.

Trevor studied the repeated knocking. “Are those things beneath us the left rakers?”

Damaris said, “Those beasts are demons made to hunt exposed souls.”

Trevor muttered, “Of course my first dungeon contains actual soul-hunting demons.”

He reached toward Damaris's wound but stopped before touching her. “Can I examine the wound before it gets worse?”

Damaris said, “You possess no healer class or care training here.”

Trevor replied, “I have two working eyes and an active interface.”

Before he ended the sentence, gold light moved across his eyes and changed the hall around him.

Around him, thin lines traced the broken tiles, hanging bells, and Damaris's body. Her ragged wound glowed red. Inside her lay a second shape, made from pale gold threads around a bright core. Meanwhile, three black marks clung to the outer layers and bit deeper when she breathed.

Halo Sight named her: Damaris Pike, twenty-three, human Inquisitor, Level 7. Her Health fell from 17/134 while black damage chewed through a guarded soul whose memory and free will stayed whole. Nine minutes stayed before her body died; under four more before the rakers could seize what death exposed.

Then CHOIR RITE I flared beneath the warning. It could forge one linked voice from a soul, but only if that soul opened willingly or broke. Worse, it changed the soul before it changed flesh.

That last line counted. The System could distinguish pact from surrender, even though whoever built this place had buried both choices inside the same holy tool.

It could tell soul from body, too. Maybe the identity line told the truth; maybe the System lied. Trevor knew he was a man either way; a pretty voice, a warm shiver, or even a body he enjoyed might scare him. They could not choose for him.

Instead, he trusted the clock. Damaris had under nine minutes, and the rite would not start while her soul stayed Guarded. She had to invite him in, or he had to break the part that could say no.

The cheap play was clear: hurt her, transform her, and gain a Level 7 inquisitor. Any raid leader who cared only about clear time would take that deal.

He returned to Damaris. She was not a quest marker but a bleeding woman who had given him her name and age because he asked.

And he would not turn her into gear because the cheap option carried better numbers, even as the blue timer began counting from 00:08:59 to 00:08:58.

Under his knees, the floor jumped when the creature below rammed the broken circle. Damaris grabbed his wrist with a grip that stayed firm despite the blood beneath her armor.

Damaris said, “Founder, you have nine minutes to decide what kind of angel you intend to become.”


Chapter 2 — Wrong Body, Right Problem

T

revor had never made a life-changing build choice while barefoot in demon blood or equipped with breasts. Both demanded focus; even so, only Damaris's wound carried an eight-minute timer.


With each breath, the soft weight moved against his shift; he pulled the torn cloth over his bare shoulder and focused on Damaris's gray face. And the body's other surprises could wait until its only witness survived.

He held the glowing menu between them and asked, “Tell me just what Choir Rite does to a soul.”

Against the base of a stone bench, Damaris pushed herself upright and left a wet red streak across the floor.

Damaris said, “The Rite remakes the soul first, and then the flesh follows.”

“What does the ended soul become then?” he asked.

“It becomes an angelic voice bound to a Choir Crown,” she said.

He pointed at his halo. “Would that linked voice become bound to my Crown?”

Her gray-green gaze rose with his hand. “The Crown belongs to you if the founder mark accepted your soul.”

“Can the Rite change what a soul believes it is?” he asked.

Damaris took one careful breath before she said, “The Rite can cut memory, bend loyalty, and narrow choice, though identity is harder. A bad Crown can force a soul to betray itself until surrender feels easier than fighting.”

He tightened the torn shift around his shoulder and asked, “Can the founder body do that to me?”

Damaris watched the gold panel only he could read. “The vessel follows the soul and teaches it to move the body, while pleasure teaches faster than pain. Your Crown may carry one more purpose I cannot test.”

Quietly, the warning settled beside that warm wing shiver. The body could teach him, and someone had made it a dangerously good teacher, yet learning how to use it was not the same as becoming someone else.

Then one more blow shook the floor and kicked a cracked tile against his bare foot; therefore, he opened the Rite panel.

SYSTEM // Darling, the numbers are rude. You, however, remain offensively pretty.
READOUT // Choir rite I — target: Damaris Pike
VITALS // HP 96/108 — ready | MP 134/146 — ready
RITE COST // 18 MP to open the channel, then the listed Resonance package.
Target state: guarded.
Base resonance available: 53/53.
Unlocked: Packages detected.
Preserve — 42 resonance.
Memory: 100.
Autonomy: 100.
Bond release: willed.
No one forces you to obey.
Compress — 31 resonance.
Memory: 96.
Autonomy: 82.
Bond release: restricted.
No one forces you to obey.
Obedience — 24 resonance.
Memory: 92.
Autonomy: 35.
Bond release: locked.
Forced commands: installed.
Rite opens only to a soul that willingly opens or has been broken.


The rite wanted 18 MP each time. Trevor had 134. Seven clean openings, then nothing but wings, steel, and whatever dignity survived the landing. That was enough arithmetic to make mercy feel expensive without making it optional. The cheap path won the next fight and earned Trevor's hate. Obedience saved eighteen Resonance, then gave him a Level 7 fighter who could neither leave nor refuse and might call the cage her own idea. A build guide might call that lean; any leader with people instead of units should call it delayed sabotage.

If she lost the power to argue, she also lost the power to catch his mistakes. Before Trevor died, Mitch had proven how handy disagreement could be.

He showed her the choice and said, “The System offers a cheaper path that makes you obey me.”

She fixed him with a hard stare. “You could have hidden that ugly part of the menu.”

“Then you would choose without reading the whole tooltip,” he replied.

The dark gap beneath the floor widened until a hooked limb pushed through and scraped the broken circle.

Across her lap, Damaris dragged the severed flail chain and said, “You certainly speak like a young man from one more world.”

Trevor asked, “What makes my speech sound male to you?”

She said, “You saw a holy mystery and called it a tooltip.”

He said, “If Heaven wanted to stop me scrolling, it should have hidden the bar.”

Trevor rose too fast and pitched forward when his new chest shifted beneath the loose cloth. Half a beat late, his hips followed while both wings spread to catch him. The strange motion sent a warm rush through his back.

He moved lightly without losing strength. Long hair slid over his back while the shift hugged his narrow waist, and warmth ran through both wing roots. This body was unfairly nice.

From the nearest bell stand hung a strip of polished brass. Trevor leaned toward the warped image.

The face belonged on a fantasy cover. Warm blonde hair framed pale cheeks and a small chin; meanwhile, long lashes widened his eyes. Around each pupil glowed gold edged by a thin lavender band. Even without paint, his soft lips stayed pink.

When he tilted his head, the image became dangerously cute.

He raised one wing and opened its white feathers behind his shoulder to catch the halo light, then he tried a stern glare. The brass returned a tiny princess who had just been denied dessert.

He told the reflection, “This body has awful threat scaling.”

Damaris said, “The founder vessel was designed to inspire quick trust.”

“It is inspiring a few poor choices,” he admitted.

“Which poor choice were you considering just now?” she asked.

Trevor looked from his image to the tall guard in battered armor as heat stirred beneath his shift again.

“That choice remains pending until I finish the field test,” he said.

Across from him, clear desire narrowed her eyes; he missed it fully.

Inexperience caused the miss, not disinterest. His dating record held one homecoming dance, three talks that never became dates, and a habit of spotting flirtation months late. Now a tall armored inquisitor studied a princess-faced angel, and he had no clue which parts of her desire belonged to him.

Damaris said, “Focus on the fight before you charm yourself.”

Trevor replied, “I am checking the size of my new hitbox.”

She said, “You are openly staring at your own chest.”

He pointed out, “My chest remains a key part of that hitbox.”

The answer came out in that soft, lovely voice and warmed Trevor's face. Steadily, Damaris held his gaze one beat too long, which he mistook for a chance to try flirting.

He tried, “Your chest armor also looks impressive. It has great tank value.”

In reply, Damaris gave him the flat stare his attempt deserved.

He confessed, “That compliment sounded much better inside my head.”

She asked, “Did the words truly improve while trapped in there?”

He said, “No, they were probably doomed from the start.”

Then a heavy crash saved him from the rest of the exchange as the first raker broke through the floor.

It stood as high as his waist. Six bent legs carried a black shell under wet gray hair. Two forelimbs ended in bone hooks; a round mouth opened along its chest to expose three rings of teeth.

Red text snapped over it: RAKER — THREAT 3 — HEALTH 91/91 — SOUL REND. A second warning gave his new body a humiliating zero percent combat adaptation.

When the raker lunged at Damaris, Trevor stepped in front of its hooked limbs.

Trevor ordered, “Draw Fire against the raker attacking Damaris.”

At once, gold light marked his chest and forced the demon to change course.

Its first hook struck his left wing and tore pain across each feather. The blow spun Trevor onto one soft hip as a blue bar dropped beside his vision.

Pain carried too many facts: three bent flight feathers, tight muscles beneath his shoulder blade, and two safe inches left in the joint. Wing nerves mapped strain across his back in a language the new body understood before he did.

Draw Fire lit for five seconds. Wing Guard triggered on instinct, split the blow between Health and Stamina, and raised Body Adaptation to two percent.

Trevor said, “The System can call that instinctive after it gets hit.”

Again, the raker charged with both bone hooks spread.

Damaris shoved a fallen brass prayer-board across the floor and shouted, “Left foot on the rim. Turn your hip. Let the wing take it at an angle.”

He planted his bare foot on the brass rim. When the demon struck, he turned his hip.

The hook slid along his feathers instead of digging through them. Quickly, Trevor caught the beast's forelimb beneath his wing and drove a bare heel into its chest-mouth.

The impact went through his narrow leg and light hips without knocking him back. His heel found a seam between wet teeth, then the body shifted before his mind caught up, and clean speed made the kick deeply satisfying.

Above the fight, Body Adaptation rose from two percent to three.

He resented the proud rush. He had chosen, read the attack, trusted Damaris, and placed the kick; the System could record his skill without pretending the body owned him.

At his ankle, black spit hissed against pale skin.

With a sharp snap, Damaris wrapped the broken flail chain around the raker's rear knee and pulled until the thin limb broke.

She shouted, “Strike it again before the broken leg recovers.”

The raker dragged its broken leg toward the stair while Trevor chased too close to the bench. His right wing clipped stone and spun him in a full circle. Before he fell, Damaris caught the back of his shift.

Damaris said, “Your wings keep following your fear. Set both wings before you take the next step.”

He said, “I usually bind each motion to specific keyboard keys.”

She pressed two fingers between his shoulder blades. “Bind this motion instead. Move the left wing with the left foot, and keep the right wing close until you turn.”

He tried again and moved his left foot as the wing opened with it. His light body slid around the raker in one clean half-circle, and long hair streamed behind him without covering his eyes.

The wing-foot pivot worked like a dodge with no cooldown and pulled a laugh from him.

The raker snapped at him; however, he leaned beyond its reach and let the teeth close on empty air.

He laughed, “Oh, this ridiculous angel body fully rules.”

Damaris still held the back of his shift. “You adjust faster than an empty vessel should.”

He said, “I have wanted working wings since I was twelve years old.”

She asked, “How do you rate the rest of your new body?”

Trevor checked the soft chest below his torn neckline and said, “The rest of the build is testing above forecast.”

Saying it aloud steadied him. This female body was good at living; he could enjoy its strength without surrendering his identity. The panel still logged him as male. More importantly, his choices stayed his even in a voice built to sell enchanted perfume.

Quietly, Damaris released the shift before he caught the warmth across her face.

Trevor stamped the chest-mouth until two teeth broke loose, and the raker twisted free toward the stair. He stepped once after it before Damaris's Health fell to 12 and her timer reached 00:05:41.

At once, he dropped beside her wounded side.

He said, “Choose Preserve. You keep each memory, each choice, and the power to leave.”

She warned, “You will spend most of your power before the breach fully opens.”

He replied, “Then the small power reserve is my problem to solve.”

She said, “Your bad reserve becomes my problem if I join you.”

He said, “Then you can tell me no and keep your soul.”

The answer might cost her life. He could decide for her, call it necessary, and gain a stronger party; instead, he held PRESERVE in her sight and told her what it would change.

She would remember everything. She could refuse him, walk away, or break the bond. Nothing would force her to love or obey him.

Then he gave her the price: eleven Resonance for the breach, no second full voice, and no promise the Rite would heal her in time.

Under her ribs, Damaris pressed two fingers beside the hole as black marks reached the bright core inside her soul.

She said, “I know nothing about you beyond your name.”

He agreed, “That remains fully correct.”

She said, “I have no reason to trust one more founder.”

He replied, “Your distrust sounds painfully reasonable from here.”

She warned, “I will never call a young man my queen.”

Trevor checked the white shift, pale thighs, and blonde hair pooled around his knees. “Good, because I am already having enough trouble with angel.”

Into his hands, Damaris pushed the dented prayer-board.

She said, “Hold the broad stair and give me one minute to choose.”

He said, “That timer offers us a dangerously small minute.”

Then three rakers climbed into view, led by a demon carrying the first one's broken tooth in its chest-mouth.

Purposely raising the dented prayer-board above his bare shoulder.

Blue text flashed beside Damaris: Health 10/134, Will 9/24, soul still Guarded. In forty-seven seconds, that last defense would break.

The first six-legged raker sprang for his exposed chest.


Chapter 3 — The First Voice

T

revor caught the first raker against the dented prayer-board; the blow drove its brass rim into his shoulder. His bare feet slid across bloody tile while one wing struck the floor hard enough to flash pain through its bent feathers; still, he kept the board raised.


“You have thirty seconds left on the choice timer,” he shouted.

Damaris shouted back, “I can read the bright timer above your shoulder.”

“Good, because these demons have made me rather busy,” he said.

Then the second raker climbed over the first. Its teeth caught his kicking heel and tore pale skin before he pulled free, then a third demon ran along the wall and exposed the real play.

The first two packed the narrow lane because his prayer-board looked like the only threat; that left the wall-runner a straight path to Damaris. If it reached her first, its claws would break her soul and force the Rite open.

He refused that bargain. Carefully, he shifted his hurt foot behind the board and let the first two commit until the wall-runner lost room to turn.

“Draw Fire,” he ordered.

At once, gold light marked his chest and turned all three rakers toward him, but the wall-runner had already leaped.

He dropped the dented board, opened his left wing, and let the demon strike broad white feathers that folded around it.

“Damaris, now,” he shouted.

Damaris looped the severed flail chain around the trapped raker and drove its jagged handle through the beast's back. Black blood sprayed his white shift before the demon thrashed once and sagged inside his wing.

The kill paid fifty-five XP and raised Body Adaptation to five percent; he still had 79 Health. Damaris had seven; her guarded soul had begun to collapse.

Together, the other rakers rushed him while Trevor pulled the dead one from his wing and threw it into their path. And the corpse bought one second; he spent it on Damaris.

“I need your answer before that last timer ends,” he said.

Beneath lightly sun-tanned white skin, her face had gone pale; even so, she kept the broken flail handle braced across both palms.

She asked, “If I tell you to stop the Rite later, will you stop?”

He said, “Yes, because your right has to remain yours.”

“What happens if I leave you during a fight?” she asked.

He said, “I will complain with great energy and awful language.”

She pressed, “Will you let me leave despite the danger?”

“Yes, and then I will solve the smaller party problem,” he said.

She asked, “What if your order kills someone I could save?”

The rakers tore through the corpse between them while he lifted his hurt wing.

He said, “Refuse that order and give me the better play.”

That answer reached beyond this bloody room; raid callers became stupid when no one challenged them. With a divine binding channel, one bad choice could hide behind control until all died.

He wanted her to catch his mistakes, not die politely inside them.

Damaris held his gaze. “I choose Preserve. Leave my mind whole, force no command, and let me walk away.”

The System chimed. Damaris's soul changed from Guarded to Open, PRESERVE locked at forty-two Resonance, and a founder path appeared: OPEN ARMS — POWER THROUGH CHOSEN BONDS AND SHARED RISK.

When he chose yes, the choir circle answered with gold-white light through each broken line. It passed through stone, Damaris's armor, and his bare feet while his halo spun overhead. The dark gap stayed; however, the rest burned bright enough to throw his shadow across the wall.

Inside Halo Sight, Damaris's soul opened with years packed into bright threads. A little girl hid behind a washtub lid as stones flew. A teen stood her first wall watch in freezing rain, and later, a young guard broke orders to carry two children through arrows.

There, the System marked memories it could burn away: fear, doubt, and the stubborn part of her that questioned orders. Each piece he destroyed made the Rite cheaper.

He refused each cut.

Clearly, each memory came with a tidy name: fear of divine punishment, doubt of founders, anger at wasted lives, shame from the gate she had opened. The System called them defects, as if a human life were a badly built character sheet.

He barely grasped his own hurt. If any hand tried to burn away his mother's shape because grief cost focus in a fight, he would break it. He would not become that hand for Damaris.

Preserve took its full price and left eleven Resonance. No safe second Rite stayed. In return, Damaris could refuse him, share her fear while linked, or leave it at will.

At last, gold light swallowed the red warning. Trevor spent seventy-nine percent of his Resonance and gave up forced commands, forced loyalty, and a locked bond. In return, Damaris kept her judgment, chose her own skills, and might return because she wanted to.

Each loss made Trevor grin.

“Keep each memory, each doubt, each fear, and each right to refuse,” he said.

Swiftly, light poured from his halo into Damaris's wound. It burned black marks from her soul while gold threads wrapped each torn edge and drew it shut, then the change spread outward. Flesh closed beneath the hole in her mail, and a thin gold line formed around her collarbone before sinking under her skin.

Between them, the link opened. Her pain struck him first. A false split crossed his ribs, cold iron filled his lungs; blood coated his tongue despite his clean mouth, then her anger arrived and aimed at him instead of the demons.

You spent all, the wordless link accused.

Before he could defend himself, one more layer followed: the exact shape of her refusal. She would never kneel or call him queen; she would never obey an order that treated innocent lives as cheap. Through it, those limits carried the same weight as her class skills.

He tried a silent command to raise her right hand, but she said by raising one eyebrow. A dry pulse of joy crossed the link with clear meaning: Did you think I would not notice?

At once, relief loosened his shoulders. Preserve had hidden no leash behind pretty words, and he grinned through the pain.

He said, “The good news is that you are still furious with me.”

As Damaris rose, gold fire ran from the flail handle and crossed each broken link. It seized the iron head from the floor. With a clear holy note, the restored chain snapped taut.

She stood a full eight inches taller than him while gold light traced her restored flail; the wound had closed, though blood still covered her armor and dark braid.

Slowly, she dropped her gray-green gaze to his gentle face.

“You are a reckless and alarmingly pretty little fool,” she said.

A warm new problem for later.

While linked, he learned one more fact. She had noticed his face and loose shift from the first second. Her desire sat behind the pain like a banked coal, warm, private, and alive.

Trevor seized the worst possible excuse: the Rite must be leaking random feelings; he shut that lie in a mental box and kicked it away.

It returned at once because Damaris's desire carried a clear path. She recalled the angel who had praised her chest armor, knew his soul map said male, and wanted him anyway. That mix heated his new skin from throat to thighs.

He tightened both hands around the prayer-board while his body showed ruthless approval of being wanted by a woman.

He stayed a man; the answer stayed true even if the need to repeat it felt new.

Then the rakers reached them. Damaris stepped forward without waiting for an order. Her flail struck the first demon across its chest-mouth and drove the shell into the second.

While linked, she sent one plan and wanted Trevor on the left, so he went right.

She caught the first raker's hook in her flail chain; he slid beneath its body and kicked the rear knee they had broken earlier. Across her path fell the creature, turning their clash into a handy collision.

She wanted the left lane closed while he wanted the second raker off balance. Neither yielded. Damaris wrapped the first hook in her chain and pulled the second creature aside, letting Trevor sweep both sets of legs with a low wing strike.

Her high swing opened his low strike, and his bad angle pulled the second demon into her flail's return. With both paths closed, the third leaped at his bright mark.

He met the leap with Wing Guard, and she killed it over his shoulder.

Blue light named their clash COUNTERPOINT, granted twelve percent synchronization at no command cost, and showed Trevor's Mercy resource: Hope.

The last wounded raker turned toward the open stair.

He asked, “Do we let that wounded one escape?”

“No, because it will bring the others back,” Damaris said.

Across the raker's black shell, an eye-shaped brand burned gold and slowed it beneath judgment.

He said, “I love this free teamwork rule.”

Low across the floor, Damaris cast the flail head. Its holy studs broke two rear legs before the chain snapped it back to her hand.

Running hard after the raker using both wings spread for balance. Now he moved faster in light, sure steps. He jumped with both knees folded and drove his heels into the shell.

It struck stone face-first; Damaris ended it with one blow as blue System light filled his vision.

Combat paid one more 150 XP and pushed Trevor to Level 2; he raised Vitality, Agility, and Grace, then bought Open Arms I. Eleven Resonance stayed, Dissonance sat at two, and Damaris filled his only Voice slot.

A second readout confirmed that his First Voice stayed a Level 7 Inquisitor with her memory, free will, and release choice intact.

He shared the panel. Closely, Damaris read it once, then looked at him.

“The controlling lock truly says none,” she said.

He said, “You are very welcome for that costly result.”

She said, “Obedience tempted you before you chose.”

Because the open link made lying useless, Trevor wiped black blood from his cheek.

He admitted, “It carried great early-game combat value.”

She asked, “What made you reject it?”

He said, “Forced obedience has awful late-game scaling.”

She replied, “That still fails as a moral answer.”

He pointed toward her Free Will score. “You found the wall-runner, taught me Wing Guard, and fixed my footwork. If the Rite removes the woman making those choices, I gain a quieter party that dies faster.”

Damaris turned the flail handle in her palm and asked, “What answer will you give after knowing me longer?”

He said, “Then I reserve the right to develop a much better speech.”

“You should develop much better footwork before the speech,” she replied.

She stepped away and spoke one word under her breath. The gold line at her collarbone dimmed. Her pain and warmth vanished from Trevor's awareness, but she stayed upright and whole.

Blue words confirmed that she had left the Choir without harm and could return only by her own choice.

Damaris waited until Trevor ended reading, then she reopened the link freely and returned as a steady, sharp presence beside his thoughts.

Her willing return carried more Hope than any forced love could make.

Slowly, Damaris checked the broken halo, blood on his bare thigh, and white wing curled around his side.

“You are a very strange young founder,” she said.

He replied, “You have only found the obvious parts so far.”

Through the inner ring of his eyes spread gold. It shone from the fallen brass prayer-board.

The brass face had become easier to use. Gold-ringed eyes tracked distance. The small jaw shifted when he called a skill, and the soft mouth shaped words people followed because they agreed. With each successful move came more familiarity.

Earlier, Damaris had warned that pleasure taught faster than pain. His body rewarded each correct turn until using it felt less like wearing gear and more like recalling an old skill.

He planted one bloody foot beside the reflected face. Familiarity did not decide identity. When his body, the System, and the clock all made control easier, he had still chosen Preserve. That costly choice belonged to him.

Behind them, the floor broke open. On the board's dark surface, both female figures turned toward the impact. He still knew them as one man and one woman; even so, the image could only show their bodies.

Through the choir circle burst black light. Stone dropped into a deep red pit while hot wind climbed from below with the stink of burned hair, then the broken bells rang together.

SYSTEM // Good news: you survived. Bad news: the build has opinions.
READOUT // Soul breach opened
VITALS // HP 72/118 — ready | MP 104/152 — ready
Old Bell Sanctuary integrity: 38%.
Estimated collapse: 00:17:00.
Unlocked: New objective.
Update: Escape with the first voice.


Over the edge, a much larger demon drove its first hooked limb.


Chapter 4 — Two Bodies, One Door

T

he raker climbing from the breach had too many elbows and a severed human hand caught between its teeth.


Trevor backed toward the stair while four long arms hauled the creature over the broken choir circle. Across its chest hung a cracked raker shell. And the rest looked stretched: slick black hide, crooked rear feet, and yellow sparks where its hooks scraped stone.

Above its eyeless head, red text named a Threat 6 Raker Pack Mother with 214 Health, Brood Call, Soul Rend, and Grasping Reach. The combat advice contained one word: RUN.

He grinned and said, “At last, a tooltip offers advice with some damn sense.”

Then the huge pack mother screamed; each crack in the hall answered with claws.

Sharply, Damaris caught Trevor around the waist and threw him toward the stair. He weighed less than she expected, and his wings snapped open in alarm, turning a hard landing into an awkward glide. His feet struck the third step before his ass hit the fourth and slid beneath a hanging bell.

“You could warn me before the princess toss,” he said.

“The System shouted run, and I agreed with it,” she replied.

She followed with her iron flail in motion. Its head knocked one raker from the rail and broke one more's forelegs on the return.

While linked, he received her plan: reach the lower gate, use the narrow passage, and force the pack mother to enter alone. Pain pulled sharply beneath her fresh repair.

“Your side is still bleeding beneath that fresh repair,” he warned.

“I am not dead,” she said.

“That might be the lowest care standard anybody has ever used,” he said.

“It is the only standard an inquisitor can afford,” she said.

He ran up stairs that climbed through the shrine wall and opened into a sloping passage. Faded prayer tiles covered the floor, each fourth one set with a brass handbell. Fifty yards ahead, two scarred iron doors stood open beneath a white arch.

Six women in gray novice robes crowded behind the scarred doors. One hauled at a wall wheel, one more braced the left gate, and a third lay with a black raker hook through her calf.

Fear had stripped their training down to whatever their hands could reach. The wheel operator heaved while the fouled chain spat rust. Beside her, one woman wrapped raw palms in torn gray cloth while two others guarded their wounded friend with brass candlesticks.

His halo marked each living soul in pale gold and each approaching demon in red. Suddenly, the passage looked like a raid frame laid over real bodies, except each falling Health bar belonged to a woman who would not respawn.

The woman at the wheel shouted, “Inquisitor Pike! The gate chain is fouled.”

Damaris called, “Leave the chain. Take the north stair and keep moving.”

But the novice beside the wounded woman looked toward the stair, then down at her friend, and stayed.

Again, the wheel operator shouted, “Pike!”

Damaris slowed. Six unarmored novices could not hold the gate; the passage had no side exit. Her clean retreat carried an uglier truth: the wounded woman would never reach the stair.

Her hatred of that math burned while linked. It did not make her obedient; it made the price impossible to ignore. She had chosen the line that saved five because an inquisitor was expected to survive such choices.

He had built parties around plays the caller could not see, and now he could give Damaris room to find one.

Damaris said, “Go with the others while I carry your friend.”

Trevor said, “You ordered them out under ten seconds ago.”

She said, “I revised.”

Behind them, the pack mother struck the passage with its shoulders scraping both walls while rakers poured between its legs.

He pointed toward the gate and said, “Good revision. Now teach me how to hold that bastard.”

She glanced at his narrow shoulders, bare feet, torn shift, and bright white wings.

“Holding that gate will hurt worse than the throw,” she warned.

“I hated retail, but I still learned each cursed register,” he replied.

At the doors, Damaris shoved the wounded novice behind the right gate, then caught Trevor by both hips. Heat flashed beneath her gauntlets; his focus deserted the fight for one costly second.

Damaris ordered, “Feet wider.”

“Buying me dinner before grabbing both hips would be traditional,” he said.

“Trevor, focus on the demons pouring through that hallway,” she said.

“Right, we are still standing in the demon hallway,” he agreed.

With her boot, she moved his left heel. “Do not copy my stance. Your center sits lower, so bend here.”

One steel gauntlet pressed his left hip while the other settled between his shoulders, clear of the wing joints. She corrected him without apology and never treated his body as a joke.

His pulse raced for two reasons. Damaris was hot, confident, and close enough for her breath to stir his hair. Apparently, he physically enjoyed skilled hands; his hips settled under her palms, his wings relaxed, and warmth gathered low.

That response arrived while strangers fought for their lives; he shoved it aside, then refused the shame as well. A body reaction was neither choice nor identity. He chose to hold the gate.

“Wing close to the hinge,” she said. “Other wing across the gap. You are not a wall. You are the brace that keeps the wall from folding.”

He set himself, but the spot stayed awkward until Damaris turned his right foot three inches, then the angel body's weight found a straight line from wing to hip to heel.

He said, “Oh, that should not work nearly this well.”

She ordered, “Hold that exact line until I return.”

Then Damaris ran back for the wounded novice as the first raker reached Trevor.

He commanded, “Draw Fire.”

Gold marked his torn chest; the demon abandoned the novice at the wheel to charge him. Across the narrow doorway, Trevor opened his right wing.

Then the hook struck.

Pain ripped through his shoulder and took twenty-two Stamina; however, his heel stayed planted. Instead of throwing him into the wall, the force ran through Damaris's stance as he folded the wing around the hook.

Before he spoke, the wheel operator moved and drove a heavy brass crank through the raker's chest-mouth.

The impact jarred her thin arms, but she kept the crank and braced against the gate, then a vicious side wrench opened the shell until oily black blood spilled across the dusty threshold.

He said, “Good hit. Stay on my right, and stab over the feathers if my wing folds.”

She nodded once with neither worship nor wonder on her face; she had a job, and he had given her a clean angle.

He warned, “The next pair is now coming through the gap.”

Together, two more demons entered while Damaris carried the wounded novice over one shoulder. She could have obeyed her first order and made the stair, but instead she turned, cast her flail over his wing, and caught the lead raker.

While linked, her attack flashed. He did not follow it; he dropped his wing at the instant she pulled.

The demon flew into the closing left gate while the novice threw her weight against the crank; Iron crushed shell with a wet crack.

The second raker jumped through the left gap; he stepped into it.

She asked, “Weren't you supposed to be our tank?”

He said, “I am a highly mobile and distractingly pretty tank.”

He caught the creature beneath both forelimbs as its mouth opened against his chest. Then Trevor drove one knee into the lower jaw and used the thrashing body as a shield when the pack mother reached through the gate.

Its teeth snapped an inch below his neckline. His chest compressed against the shell while one stupid corner of him mentally noticed how Damaris's stance kept his softest parts behind the hardest angle.

Suddenly, female armor design felt less funny when his body supplied the exposed area.

Long black fingers closed around the raker instead of him. The pack mother pulled while he held, his arms burned, and his bare feet slid across dusty prayer tiles.

Behind him, Damaris put down the novice and seized the back of his shift.

She shouted, “Set your feet before the mother takes all three of you.”

He shouted back, “They were set before I started losing the case.”

She ordered, “Then set them better and win the case.”

He found the stance again—low center, left heel, wing to hip—and stopped sliding.

His body locked into place with clean joy and stirred fear beneath the strain. He had practiced no drill and built no such balance; Damaris gave three corrections, and the founder body swallowed them like memories.

He could use the gift without trusting it: save lives first, ask questions second, panic after both.

Together, the novices hauled on the right gate. It moved six inches, caught, and moved again around the pack mother's trapped arm.

He released the dead raker, and its sudden loss pulled the mother's elbow through the doors.

Damaris shouted, “Break the trapped elbow before it pulls free.”

Her flail head came down on the joint as five novices threw themselves against the gate. With a crash of iron, the doors severed the pack mother's arm below the elbow.

Beyond it, the creature screamed.

Every useful joint hurt.

He stayed up.

SYSTEM // Babe, that was heroic, reckless, and terrible for the wings.
READOUT // Counterpoint — brace and break
VITALS // HP 54/118 — ready | MP 87/152 — ready
COMBAT COST // Wing Guard 8 MP | Draw Fire 6 MP | 18 HP and 49 Stamina lost.
Steadily, Trevor held the line. Damaris saved the life beyond it.
Both choices won together.
Hope precursor gained: +4.
Synchronization bonus: +14%.
Command cost: 0.
Cost: 18 HP / 49 stamina / strained left wing.
Draw fire: 7 enemies remember Trevor for 00:12.


Fifty-four HP remained, while Wing Guard and Draw Fire cost 14 MP before the blow took flesh and stamina. With 87 MP, Trevor could run the pair six times, but a seventh would draw blood through overcast. He planned for five and kept one in reserve. Trevor read the last line while each raker on the other side began clawing the gate.

He said, “Threat decay delayed sounds like the technical phrase for bad.”

Damaris said, “It means each demon here remembers you.”

He replied, “I have always had a lasting effect on ugly crowds.”

Slowly, she looked him over. Blood marked his cheek, one shoulder of the shift had torn fully, and long blonde hair stuck to the sweat on his chest. His left wing hung lower than the right, yet her gaze lingered on more than the wound.

She asked, “Can you move the hurt wing without screaming?”

Carefully, he lifted the strained wing while its tips trembled.

He said, “Yes, though the feathers disagree with me.”

Damaris stepped behind him, slid both hands beneath the feathers near the joint, and said, “Do not tense against my hands.”

He said, “A tall woman has both hands under my wings, so tension is a fair reaction.”

The novices went very quiet. With one firm motion, Damaris shifted the joint. Sharp relief rushed down Trevor's back hard enough to buckle his knees, and she caught him around the waist.

She asked, “Is that any better?”

He said, “That sent me straight to Heaven for a second.”

She replied, “You are now an angel standing inside a church.”

“Then I went past Heaven and met the bosses,” he said.

Despite herself, the wheel worker laughed. One novice took Trevor's arm, one more lifted the wounded woman's legs, and none waited for an order. Together, they moved toward the north stair while Damaris guarded the rear.

That counted. Open Arms had not made the novices follow him, nor had Draw Fire bound them. His defense and Damaris's changed order gave them a lead; they built the next line themselves.

Four Hope felt less like mana than proof of courage someone else chose.

Below them, the first impact bent the gate inward; the second broke its wheel chain.

At the top of the stair hung a bronze bell without a clapper. As Trevor approached, a slit opened down its middle and showed teeth.

Then the raker dropped between them and the exit.

Damaris raised her iron flail and warned, “That is a Bell Maw. Cover your—”

The demon swallowed her final word. No echo followed. Even when the gate crashed open behind them, no impact rang through the stairwell.

Trevor shouted an order, but his throat moved without making a sound.

Wider and wider, the Bell Maw opened until it ate each sound in the world.


Chapter 5 — No Voice Chat

S

ilence had weight. And it pressed against Trevor's ears while the Bell Maw crawled down the stair on six bronze legs. Beneath each foot, soft black pads touched stone without a sound; the split bell of its body opened and closed around rows of small white teeth.


Behind them, the broken lower gate admitted the pack mother and seven rakers. His threat mark still burned, and each red face turned toward him as he pointed up the north stair.

Four novices carried their wounded friend. The wheel operator stayed long enough to give him a brass crank and a questioning look. His nod sent her running.

Beside him, Damaris moved with light glowing along her silent flail chain. The Bell Maw had taken more than voices; impacts, scrapes, breath, and all the small sounds people used to track danger had vanished as well.

Even his own body became harder to judge. Bare feet struck stone without a slap, feathers bent without a rustle, and breath gave no warning when panic shortened it. While linked, Damaris gave direction and pain, but no boot scrape or chain snap behind his head.

Silence turned each blind angle into an attack lane, so he opened Halo Sight; it named a Threat 7 Bell Maw with 268 Health and a twenty-four-yard Devour Sound field. Eighteen stolen sounds churned inside it while the brood pack approached from behind.

Then the Bell Maw's inner throat tightened, just as the Ash Warden's wrist had before its attack. A looped animation was never decoration.

He raised two fingers to Damaris, then pointed at the demon's mouth. Her flat stare was fair; he had no idea what the gesture meant either.

Raid groups built callouts before a pull; they had shared a mind for under five minutes, and only clear actions crossed their link. His raised fingers might mean two attacks, two seconds, two demons, or that he had forgotten how hands worked.

They needed a vocabulary while the boss cast. Suddenly, the Bell Maw flared; a wall of stolen sound struck them.

The lower gate crashed, the pack mother screamed, Damaris's flail rang against stone, and six voices shouted at once. Each noise the creature had eaten returned in one focused blast.

He crossed his wings, and Wing Guard caught the pressure. Feathers flattened against his arms before his feet left the ground and he flew backward into Damaris; she caught him beneath the ribs as sound vanished again.

In her grip, Trevor twisted. Her mouth formed a question; he answered with one finger.

Once. The throat had contracted once before releasing its blast.

The Bell Maw scuttled closer while three rakers passed around it; the pack mother could not fit on the stair, but one long arm reached over the gate wreckage.

She pointed at the flail, drew a sharp line across her palm, then pointed left. None of it made sense to him; therefore, he answered with a shrug. Her shoulders shook once. She was laughing at him in the middle of a silent demon fight.

He pressed a hand to his heart in betrayal. Her smile changed her whole face, quick and bright before combat claimed it again.

Beside the laughter, warmth moved while linked. The desire Trevor had dismissed as leakage returned without doubt: Damaris liked his indignant pose, the long hair sliding over one pale shoulder, and the pretty angel betrayed by two fingers.

Before he found a response, he reacted her desire. Heat touched his face and gathered beneath the thin shift, vivid enough to make the silence less private instead of more.

He gave her a stern look. The founder vessel translated it into a pout.

She laughed harder. No System field had made that reaction; she had chosen it, and he wanted more. Her desire was plain. His female body's experience of being wanted was not. Before he could sort the gap, demons closed from both sides.

The first raker leaped; he met it with the brass crank. The tool caught between two rings of teeth; he turned it as if opening the lower gate and jammed the mouth aside.

Low and hard, she struck and broke its front legs with the flail.

The second came at Trevor's strained wing. He pulled the feathers tight, stepped inside the hook, and drove the crank through one black eye, then the third passed him and lunged for Damaris.

He reached for Draw Fire, but nothing happened because the skill needed a spoken challenge.

The failure exposed his build; a tank who lost threat with his voice would get the healer killed. He stored that problem for his next Skill Point, then made himself the target.

He took the stair's center, raised the gold halo, and spread white wings across the dark armor behind him; at once, his petite body became a signal fire. Each raker hunted bright souls; the founder vessel looked like a meal designed by committee.

Again, Trevor tried; however, gold only flickered over his chest and died.

She caught the raker's hook on her chain, but the pack mother reached over both demons and seized her flail arm; at once, he charged.

The Bell Maw's throat contracted once, and its body flared. He threw himself flat.

Stored sound passed over his wings and hit the pack mother's extended arm. Bone snapped, and the grip around Damaris opened. He held up one finger; she nodded.

The Bell Maw skittered backward with unchanged Health. Its blast could hurt everything except the creature that released it.

Purposely opening Halo Sight again. Gold lines traced the throat, body seam, and six legs while a knot of red pulsed behind the third leg on the left. Halo Sight caught the pattern: throat tightens, core valve opens, body flares, stored sound fires. The valve, open for 1.4 seconds.

He pointed at the valve, and Damaris followed his hand, then he showed her the brass crank and mimed a throw, but she shook her head. When he pointed at her flail, she nodded and drew the same line across her palm as before, this time angled upward.

Probably a low swing and rising return.

Again, the rakers struck. He planted his feet in Damaris's stance and gave the brightest target: halo up, pale body forward, white feathers wide.

The lure worked because pale skin and open white feathers promised an easy kill; meanwhile, Damaris's bloody armor promised iron. He could weaponize that lie without believing it.

The first raker struck his wing, and the second hit his hip. He held long enough for Damaris to cast her flail low and send the iron head beneath the Bell Maw.

Too low. He almost corrected her before the chain reached full length and she pulled upward.

Behind the demon's left leg, the flail head rose just as its throat contracted and the core valve opened around consecrated iron.

He had planned to hit the exposed knot from the front, but Damaris found a better angle beyond his view. He moved before she had fully ended the upward swing.

The Bell Maw flared with all its stored sound. He caught a raker by the shell, turned around his new balance, and threw it into the demon's mouth as the creature released. With nowhere to go, its stolen blast filled the closed bronze body.

From valve to mouth, cracks raced across the bronze. Damaris ripped her flail free while he crossed both wings over her and dropped, then the Bell Maw burst.

Noise returned in one brutal instant and struck through Trevor's bones. Stored screams, chain blows, breaking gates, claws, and prayers filled the same moment. His halo flashed white, his wing joints locked, and the stair jumped beneath his feet.

At the same time, her pain crossed the link. He changed his wings on reflex, taking bronze fragments across the dense outer feathers while leaving her head clear.

Stone broke, rakers shrieked, and he shouted a word he would not repeat in a shrine. Bronze cut his feathers before the demon collapsed into bent metal and black flesh.

“Sound check, because I am not doing that silent nonsense twice,” he said.

“Passed, though your tactics remain louder than necessary,” Damaris replied.

“I had a plan,” he said.

She hauled him upright by the waist. “Your plan was wrong.”

“It was adjacent to correct,” he replied.

“Your controller support remains awful,” she said.

He stared until Damaris's mouth curved, then he laughed first, and she followed with one short, warm sound amid the wreckage.

After the stolen noise, her laugh counted. It belonged to the present, given unprompted or link pressure; he wanted to keep earning sounds like that.

The last rakers fled from the broken Maw while the pack mother dragged itself toward the breach with two ruined arms. She pursued until Trevor caught her wrist.

“Novices first. Boss can despawn mad,” he said.

She turned toward the stair and chose the living. Above the Bell Maw's remains, blue light opened.

SYSTEM // A choice made freely? Gorgeous. We do love standards.
READOUT // Bell maw defeated
VITALS // HP 45/120 — strained | MP 66/164 — strained
Direct-danger XP: +150.
Other earned XP: +50.
Cumulative XP now totals 350.
Update: Level up — 2 -> 3.
You still have +3 attribute points.
You may allocate them now.
You now resist at 13 (+1).
Grace +2 -> 14.
Unlocked: Use refinement earned.
Update: Halo sight I — boss tell.
Repeating trait motions remain highlighted after first verified cycle.
Unlocked: Trait loot acquired.
Hush bladder — intact.
Function: stores one bounded sound for later release.
Compatibility: halo / ward crafting.
Body adaptation: 14%.
He still identifies securely as male and uses he/him.
Identity-edit effects: none detected.


Fourteen percent carried more weight than the number suggested. Trevor could now fold either wing without looking, balance on the balls of his feet, and account for his new chest and hips while turning. Each motion arrived as a clean habit, and pleasure paid each successful use.

Relief came first, followed by suspicion. A System able to edit souls could define what counted as an edit, but Trevor had no better tool yet. He closed the panel and kept the result as evidence, not faith.

The Bell Maw's black flesh dissolved and left its bronze legs behind. Gold heat ran through them and burned a pattern into the prayer tiles: a hill, a road, and a square chamber beneath the shrine.

At the chamber's center, one word glowed in System blue.

RETURN

The word struck harder than the boss blast. He pictured his bedroom at 2:12, his dead body in the chair, and his mother reaching for the doorknob. Return might mean Earth, resurrection, a new body, or just the machine that had killed him.

Any chance was worth investigating, but not worth abandoning the novices above or dragging Damaris into one more unknown room suddenly her.

“That could lead home,” he said.

She followed his halo toward the floor. “Or to the hand that reached into your world.”

“Either answer will get a few unpleasant questions,” he replied.

“You still intend to return after seeing your body marked deceased?” she asked.

Trevor pressed two fingers to the blue letters. “A goal does not become fake because the odds are bad.”

The answer steadied him more than the identity panel had. This body could teach motion and pleasure, but it had not chosen what he would fight toward; he crouched over the glowing word.

Like a compass needle, the broken halo pulled toward the floor while the map drew a door beneath their feet.


Chapter 6 — The Founder Crypt

T

he door beneath Trevor's feet had no handle. Instead, gold letters asked, WHO HOLDS YOUR SOUL?


NO ONE, Trevor said. It warned that unowned angels did not belong in the founder crypt, then gave him one choice: enter anyway.

He chose yes, then checked the facts that counted before the floor could move. His soul belonged to no one. And the Founder Vessel stayed active. His identity still read Male / He-Him and stable. No Crown claimed him.

Still, he did not relax. In less than an hour, three holy tools had treated ownership as if each soul should have it.

The prayer tiles dropped six inches, and Damaris seized the back of his shift before he fell with them. Loose cloth pulled tight across his chest.

“One day, you will grab me somewhere dignified,” he said.

While hauling him onto solid floor, she said, “Grow a handle.”

Already, the novices had reached the upper cloister. Two guarded the stair while the others bound the wounded woman's leg. The lower gate no longer moved; the rakers had retreated or were learning patience.

He disliked both options.

He looked at the square outline beneath the map and said, “We have seventeen minutes before the shrine collapses.”

Damaris said, “Fourteen minutes, because you spent three fighting a bell.”

“I won with enough time left to complain about it,” he replied.

“The collapse clock remains undefeated by your complaints,” she said.

Then the tiles folded into a narrow stair. He took the first step, brushed his left wing against one wall, struck his right against the other, and filled both with dust.

“The ancient angel architects clearly hated basic accessibility and wings,” he muttered.

Damaris followed and said, “Fold your wings from the second joint.”

“When did I acquire a second wing joint?” he asked.

She reached around him and pressed two points along each wing, folding the broad feathers close enough to fit. He looked back over his shoulder and found her face inches from his. Her gray-green eyes dipped to his mouth, then returned to the cramped stair.

But her armor pinned his wings against his back and sharpened each contrast: her height, hard plate, strong thighs, and steady breathing against his soft, short frame.

He liked the contrast enough for his body to warm before he finished naming it, then gripped the stone wall, blamed the cramped air, and searched for a flirt that did not sound stolen from raid chat.

“Thanks for the assist, bro. That was great joint work,” he said.

Slowly, Damaris closed her eyes.

Trevor asked, “Was that the wrong thing to say in this world?”

“It was quite effective at making the stair more awkward,” she said.

“Good, because I am trying very hard here,” he said.

“You are making me question the wisdom of the Rite,” she replied.

He faced forward before she caught his smile. The teasing belonged to his old life; the flutter low in his belly belonged to this body. Both came from him; neither wiped the other.

Then the crypt waited below them.

Not a tomb. Four stone desks faced cloudy glass. Broken halos hung beside white cloaks and rusted weapons. Whoever abandoned the chamber had taken each bone and left the secrets.

He approved of half that choice.

When his halo entered, the cloudy wall woke and filled with gold. It named him a Founder-Body Angel who could create and sustain a Choir, anchor a sanctuary, and assume a Crown. Three greater powers stayed sealed: Return, Origin Restore, and a hidden skill called Owner Nullify.

At the bottom burned the ugly truth. No one owned Trevor now. Before him, the Heavenly Concord's Crown Office had owned this body.

Damaris stopped at the word owned, and cold, careful fear crossed the link. He scrolled.

The motion came naturally now; a small turn of two fingers moved the gold words while his halo kept the right part bright. Body Adaptation had learned menus along with wings. It acted as though this hand had scrolled holy secrets for years instead of holding a store scanner and cheap mouse.

He tested the new ease against his wants and memories. Springfield stayed sharp, as did the Ash Warden's wrist tell, his name, and his pronouns. It had gained a habit; the man using it had not vanished.

More words filled the glass. A Crown could change a Voice's memory, free will, bond, commands, and owner. Then one warning burned brighter than the rest: OWNERSHIP COMMANDS. HOLINESS DOES NOT.

The Concord had condemned this crypt because unowned Choirs kept disagreeing with their rulers.

At once, Damaris's hand closed around her flail chain.

She said, “The church tablets stop before those lines.”

He replied, “That omission is very handy for the Crown and its holy story.”

She said, “They teach that each angel belongs to Heaven because Heaven is holy.”

He said, “This says Heaven can command angels because someone carved its name into the Crown.”

She asked, “Do you understand what that means?”

The question carried more than doctrine. Damaris had entered the Preserve Rite after Trevor promised that no Crown would rule her choices, yet the wall proved one could try. She could unlink, take the service stair alone, and warn each survivor that an unowned founder had awakened.

Carefully reading the warning again. He could have hidden it before she saw, shown her only the safe powers, and kept the threat for later; instead, he pushed each word to Damaris while linked.

Her eyes widened when the hidden words opened in her sight.

The choice exposed both the warning and his unused power to hide it. Without fanfare, the System raised their Link Health to ninety-one and granted two Hope.

He said, “It means the System knows power is not virtue, and whoever trained you hoped you would never scroll.”

Silently, Damaris read each line twice.

At the first desk, Trevor found a shallow handprint in the stone. His touch opened the one answer he wanted most.

SYSTEM // The halo saw everything. Yes, including that disaster you called a plan.
READOUT // Return function
VITALS // HP 81/120 — ready | MP 142/164 — ready
Destination: soul origin / Earth / United States.
Required rank: seraph.
Required choir capacity: 256.
Required crown state: unowned.
Required charge: world anchor.
Current result: locked.


The number hit harder than demon hooks. Two hundred fifty-six voices, Seraph rank, and a world anchor stood between Trevor and home. Earth waited at the far end of an entire build.

Even success might return only his soul. His Earth body was dead; Origin Restore stayed locked. He might complete each requirement and reach Springfield in the same female angel body.

The thought scared him because one part of him did not hate it enough. That part saw white wings in his old room and his mother alive to hear his answer. It saw a mirror hold the lovely face he had begun to know.

Trevor stopped that spiral before relief could become false proof against him. His goal was Earth and his family; the body he carried home was a later problem.

Without any combat need, Damaris touched his shoulder. The link carried his disappointment. No wound needed closing; no stance needed fixing. Her palm simply rested on his bare skin until Trevor covered it with his hand.

He said, “My route home remains possible despite all those absurd rules.”

She replied, “Perhaps, if you survive long enough to reach it.”

He said, “That sounded like comfort from someone awful at it.”

She reminded him, “I am an inquisitor, not a temple guide for scared angels.”

He replied, “Right, the low care standard comes with a low comfort standard.”

Her thumb moved once against his shoulder. “I read each word and still chose to stay.”

That was better than comfort, and forced obedience could never have proved it. Damaris had seen what the Crown could do, tested her freedom, and accepted that Trevor might one day command hundreds. She placed her hand on him anyway.

He stored that fact beside his route home. If he ever treated willing people as numbers needed for Return, Damaris had each right to stop him.

Across the glass wall pulsed red. The words vanished beneath a map of the shrine hill and three roads. One route crossed a bridge, split at a mill, and entered Three Bridges, a walled town of 1,846 people. Black cracks already spread beneath its streets. The shrine had nine minutes left; demons would begin feeding there within two days. Crown Road gave the only escape.

Damaris withdrew her hand and pointed behind the desks. “The map shows a service shaft there.”

Trevor looked up at a round hatch that opened onto darkness and the smell of rain. Behind them, the stair shuddered and shook dust from the ceiling.

He asked, “Can that shaft carry all the wounded novices safely?”

She said, “It can if the bell tower still stands.”

He said, “That if carried some very bad energy with it.”

Then they climbed back toward the cloister.

The novices laid their wounded friend on a door; Damaris gave them Crown Road while Trevor named the collapse and threatened town. No one argued.

The woman at the wheel asked why the wall called the town a feeding ground. Trevor told her the truth: demons followed exposed souls, the broken shrine had opened a path beneath Three Bridges, and two days marked the first likely death instead of the start of danger.

Exact facts changed their fear. The novices tightened straps, counted water, and placed two walkers beside each hurt person. Slowly, panic became work.

Beneath them, the shrine floor rolled. At the cloister's end, the bell tower tore away from the hill and leaned across the only open path, leaving a broken span above a hundred-foot drop. The service shaft opened on the far side.

Trevor faced the gap with wings still aching from the Bell Maw fight. Above the falling stones, blue text gave FLIGHT, then compared his fourteen percent Body Adaptation with the sixty percent needed for stable flight.

The tower leaned farther while Damaris studied his wings.

She reminded him, “You wanted those wings in the first place.”

He replied, “I wanted the wings and a tutorial when I asked.”


Chapter 7 — Learn to Fall

T

revor's first attempt at flight lasted one second. And it ended in Damaris's silver breastplate and bounced him onto the narrow bell-tower ledge with both arms windmilling.


Dryly, he said, “Strong opening, and I surely meant to attack your armor.”

“You jumped backward before the wind even touched you,” Damaris said while looking over the hundred-foot drop.

“I was gathering key data under realistic field conditions,” he replied.

Then she said, “The key data is that stone remains directly behind you.”

The hurt tower groaned. Across the gap, six novices waited beside the service hatch. They had carried their wounded friend over fallen beams before the east wall took the final bridge and stranded Trevor with Damaris.

Only twenty feet. He had jumped farther in games without thinking; he had never done it in a living body that went breathless when he looked down.

The fear belonged to him; its answer did not. White wings opened as his toes curled against the ledge. Unpracticed muscles tightened along his back. Sixteen percent adaptation prepared the founder vessel before he decided to jump, and its eagerness scared him more than the height.

The broken shrine filled the gray valley below, where lean rakers spilled from cracks around the hill and scattered into wet grass beside Crown Road's eastern strip of bare trees.

The pack would reach the road in four minutes. Crossing the gap and taking the service shaft meant arriving late. A controlled fall would cut half a mile of switchbacks or turn his Level 4 body into a pale stain beside the wagon.

Six refugees moved along that road with one horseless wagon, and the rakers had now found them.

With one glance at the road, Trevor said, “We need to cross now if we want those people alive.”

“Yes, and the tower has stopped waiting for us,” she replied.

Purposely opening his wings.

The left wing still hurt, but both held their shape as white feathers caught the cold morning wind and pulled his narrow body toward the drop.

Damaris stepped behind him. “You do not have the strength for level flight.”

Dryly, he said, “The System agrees with that deeply insulting assessment.”

“Then stop trying to fly before you learn the safer motion,” she said.

“Great lesson. I now hate the sound exam,” he said while looking back.

“Fall where you choose,” Damaris ordered.

Damaris set one gauntlet between his wing joints and the other against his side, then said, “The body will correct for fear. Find the motion that protects you, then choose whether to keep it.”

“That sounds uncomfortably like letting it teach me,” he replied.

“It is your body,” she said.

He said, “It is a body assigned to me by a System that edits souls.”

Damaris's hand stayed steady as she said, “Then make it prove each lesson. A stance does not own the person who uses it.”

He breathed out as she reached the sword comparison he had used earlier; even so, hers survived longer because it came from someone who knew the Rite.

She pointed beneath the far ledge, where a weathered stone saint projected from the tower wall and formed a shelf five feet below the service hatch.

She said, “Jump toward the statue and use your wings to slow the drop. Do not lift yet; control the fall by braking.”

With a look down, he asked, “And what happens when I miss that narrow stone head?”

She replied, “I catch you before the valley gets the opportunity.”

Dryly, he said, “That answer puts a lot of faith in your grip.”

She said, “It puts more faith in my consecrated flail chain.”

“That answer became much less romantic,” Trevor said while eyeing the iron links around her wrist.

“Did you want romantic?” Damaris asked as her gray-green eyes moved to his face.

The correct answer was yes; therefore, his brain chose violence.

Then he said, “I remain open to anybody who brings good positioning.”

Her dark eyebrows rose when he added, “I meant battle positioning, obviously,” which made all worse.

Before a third sentence, stone broke under his right foot. He jumped.

Wind seized the torn white shift and long blonde hair while he opened both wings to their limit and tried to pull upward.

Years of games supplied one useless impulse: jump, hold the flight key, gain height. His real wings stalled at the wrong angle. The left joint screamed, his stomach rose; he dropped past the far ledge.

The stone saint rushed toward him, and he twisted too late, struck its halo with one soft thigh, then spun away from the wall while Damaris shouted one word through the wind: brake.

He stopped pulling against the fall and angled the broad faces of his wings into it.

Air bent both wing joints and burned his shoulders. However, the plunge flattened into a steep glide.

Each feather carried pressure into his mind: clean air across the outer vanes, broken flow around three bent feathers, a safer angle below the right wing. He tested the adjustment instead of trusting it. The glide curved by his choice.

The glide turned toward the saint.

Carefully reaching for the statue.

His fingers missed its stone crown, and Damaris jumped after him without wings.

Her flail wrapped around the statue's neck and snapped taut, swinging Damaris below the ledge so she could catch Trevor across the waist before slamming back-first into the saint's chest with him against her.

Soft blonde hair covered both their faces while his cheek pressed above her breastplate, her free arm locked beneath his hips, and one slender leg ended up between hers. Neither moved for a long, suspended moment.

Damaris's strong arm supported the soft curve of his hips while her armored thighs braced his leg, and the founder vessel responded to danger, rescue, and close pressure as one confused event. His breath caught for reasons the fall no longer explained.

A man held against a hot woman. That stayed simple even when the new body made the fact feel different instead of false.

He said, “You caught me.”

She replied, “I said I would.”

Her breath warmed his ear; he tried to turn the moment into flirting.

While grinning, he said, “Your grip is wild. I bet you could keep me up all night.”

Instantly, she went still and let Trevor hear the sentence in his own lovely voice after it was too late.

He added, “I meant keep me up all night while we stand watch.”

Dryly, she said, “Of course you meant the innocent combat version.”

The link carried a flare of heat from her, which Trevor mistook for exertion even though Damaris did not. She said, “You know the link carries your heat as clearly as mine.”

He asked, “Carries my what, just, through the soul link?”

She replied, “It carries your obvious body exertion, among other things.”

Her dry tone should have warned him; however, he was busy keeping his eyes off the distant road and missed the mercy she gave by using his word.

He asked, “Can you get the chain loose without dropping us?”

She said, “Not while one arm is busy holding your entire body.”

He said, “I can climb if you give me something to reach.”

She replied, “Your bare feet do not reach anything except empty air.”

Slowly, Trevor looked past his bare toes toward the distant road.

Then he said, “We have discovered a stable and tactically sound configuration.”

She said, “You are sitting on the arm that now saves you.”

He replied, “The configuration remains very stable from my spot.”

Quietly, she laughed as the novices dropped a knotted bell rope from the ledge. He caught it and climbed first, his wings pinning him to the rough wall; she followed with the flail chain wrapped around one gauntlet.

They reached the service hatch just as the left tower fell; the saint broke loose beneath them. Quickly, she hauled her chain free one link before the stone figure vanished into the dust. The bell rope burned his palms while one novice locked both arms around his waist until his knees found the ledge.

None mistook the rescue for a solo achievement. The novices dropped the rope, Damaris made the impossible catch; his wings bought the needed seconds.

The drop dragged Trevor backward, but he spread his wings by reflex; they caught enough air to slide him across the stone instead of over the ledge. Blue System light flashed around him.

SYSTEM // Level up, pretty boy. Try to act surprised.
READOUT // Controlled fall completed
VITALS // HP 63/130 — ready | MP 120/170 — ready
SKILL COST // Take Heart I: 8 MP per chosen activation.
Direct-danger XP: +200.
Other earned XP: +50.
Cumulative XP now totals 600.
Update: Level up — 3 -> 4.
You still have +3 attribute points.
You now gain +1 skill point.
You may allocate them now.
You now endure at 9 (+1).
You now move at 11 (+1).
You now focus at 11 (+1).
You can now use take heart I.
Effect: a willing ally who sees Trevor accept danger gains resistance to panic and control effects.
Wing guard I refinement progress: 62%.
Body adaptation: 16%.
You can now link 2 voices.


The gain brought no pleasure spike, only a map of the air at the edge of thought. Trevor still checked his identity line.

Stable. No edit found.

The fall had not made him any less male. He was still a man who had learned what pressure against each feather meant, and that line stayed worth guarding.

Trevor lay on his back with the broken halo spinning crooked above him. Carefully, she stepped over his hips and gave a hand.

She said, “You learned to control a fall without fighting each fix.”

He replied, “I learn quickly when the floor makes a credible death threat.”

He took her hand, and she sharply pulled him upright with enough force to bring them chest to chest again without stepping away at once.

While smiling slightly, she asked, “Does your offer about great positioning remain open?”

He asked, “Which offer did my hurt brain accidentally issue?”

Her mouth pressed into a line before she said, “The offer you made about good positioning on this ledge.”

Then he said, “Oh, sure. I can teach you proper raid calls anytime.”

Damaris had called him he through the whole lesson; she never hesitated, even while adjusting a body no one could mistake for male. Her respect made Trevor want her more, which made the whole mess easier and much worse.

The nearest novice hid a choked sound as a cough while Trevor moved to the ledge. From there, he could make out two women, three men, and one boy on Crown Road. The boy was old enough to carry a spear but not old enough to hide his shaking hands. Together they pushed a wagon with an old woman beneath damp blankets.

Eight lean rakers crossed the lower field toward the slow wagon.

Damaris traced the slope with one gauntleted finger and said, “If you jump from the road side, the valley wind will carry you east. Brake over the wagon, and do not attempt to land upright.”

He asked, “Which open landing still preserves even a little pride for me?”

She replied, “No dignified landing exists at sixteen-percent Body Adaptation.”

Dryly, he said, “Great. My strongest skill remains falling badly in front of hot women.”

The coughing novice covered a smile while Trevor's new skill lit. Below, the scared boy looked up and found white wings on the broken tower. Take Heart marked him as a valid witness, but the skill would not fire until Trevor accepted greater danger.

Take Heart would not trigger if Trevor sent Damaris into the pack or stayed safe above it. Someone had to see the danger and watch him take on more while remaining free to decide what courage meant. Weak in controlled tests. Strong among scared people who still had a choice.

Damaris followed his gaze and said, “The road bends under the tower.”

Trevor opened his broad white wings and said, “Good. I need one more risky falling lesson before those rakers arrive.”

Below them, most refugees left the wagon and ran for cover. One woman stayed with the old rider while rakers closed around them both.


Chapter 8 — The Order Damaris Refuses

T

revor jumped from the tower; he did not fly, but he fell with great posture.


Wind filled his wings and turned the drop sideways; the wagon, stranded women, and eight rakers grew larger far too quickly.

He dropped his right wing until the road stopped sliding aside; the fix had worked on the tower, but open valley wind pushed harder and kept changing. But he tested each change against the wagon's path instead of letting Body Adaptation fly for him.

The founder vessel wanted to spread his legs, arch his back, and let the wings choose the landing. He accepted the wing angle and refused the rest; he would arrive as himself even if that meant arriving face-first.

He shouted, “Take Heart, because we still have a wagon to move!”

At once, gold light crossed his chest.

The scared boy with the spear looked up toward him. Take Heart found six valid witnesses, hardened them against panic and control, and quickened whatever actions they chose while he stayed in danger.

The boy stopped running, which was not what Trevor wanted. He turned, planted the spear beside the wagon, and pushed with the two men until the wheels rolled again. The woman beside the old rider grabbed the rear frame.

Fear still widened their eyes. The skill had not removed it, but had given them enough room to choose while afraid.

One man took the wagon's left handle against the broken wheel's pull; the second dropped his pack. The boy used his spear as a lever, and the woman tied the old rider down with her belt.

Take Heart did not make them soldiers or force them into a line. It gave six scared people room to find six handy jobs.

Great support skill. Fully awful current landing angle.

Quickly, Trevor struck the nearest raker feet-first and folded its shell beneath him; he bounced, flared both wings, and landed on his back in the road.

Pain went from his heels through his hips and burst across both wing joints. The body absorbed enough impact to keep his spine intact, then paid the good landing with a fierce, breathless thrill.

He had fallen a hundred feet, hit the target, and survived; that thrill belonged to any man with working blood. Warm pride in the shape of his spread wings was more suspect; he had no time to split the two.

The torn shift slid halfway up his hips; one of the refugees stared.

As he pulled it down, Trevor said, “Yes, I have tits. Eyes on the demons.”

The refugee snapped her gaze upward, flushed, and drove a wood axe into the road beside the wagon before saying, “I was checking whether that landing wounded you.”

With a glance at his thighs, he asked, “Were they bleeding after that landing?”

Dryly, she said, “They were not bleeding before you said that.”

From sixty feet above him, Damaris's laughter flashed while linked. Apparently, the entire world had got a flirting manual except Trevor.

The rakers surrounded him; he used Draw Fire.

Gold marked his chest, pulling six demons from the wagon at once while two continued hunting the refugees.

Quickly crossing his wings against the first rush. Hooks tore through three outer feathers and cost sixteen Stamina. The second impact took Health, and the third drove the breath from his lungs. Firmly holding his ground anyway.

He had accepted greater danger, so Take Heart stayed active; it did not make danger stop hurting.

From the tower, she descended on an old bell rope with its free end wrapped around one gauntlet. Her boots struck the road beside Trevor; the flail followed an instant later to crush a raker's skull.

“Direct rescue. We clear to the wagon, then escort east,” he said.

“No,” Damaris said, and the refusal struck harder while linked.

His first instinct was to repeat the order with binding weight. Gold pressure gathered behind his tongue, ready to push his intent through the active voice.

Firmly closing it without speaking. Preserve meant Damaris could refuse him at the worst possible moment, which was just when he needed the better play.

Damaris pointed upward. The bell rope still ran from her wrist to the falling tower, where a cracked bronze bell hung sixty feet above the road. The rakers had gathered directly below it.

At once, her plan clicked into place: cut the rope, drop the bell, and split the field.

His plan would work if they fought better than eight demons for three straight minutes. Hers would work in three seconds if the refugees moved at the right moment.

By contrast, his plan kept him central and made Damaris damage support. Hers made his bright body the lure, trusted civilians to respond, and spent terrain to end the fight before more people bled.

He had asked her to refuse and give him the better play. Now he had to prove that promise worked when his pride was attached.

A better plan, freely gave and freely chosen under pressure.

“Everybody move right before that huge bell drops! Damaris, ring that bastard and split the road now,” he shouted.

She did not waste time enjoying the win. Damaris cast her flail upward, wrapped its chain around the rope below the bell, and pulled until the old line snapped.

Trevor opened his wings and ran left with each marked raker behind him as the bell fell.

He waited until its shadow covered him, then folded his wings and dove beneath the wagon; bronze struck the road behind his heels.

The bell crushed four rakers and trapped two beneath its rim. Its impact broke the road and rolled aside, walling the refugees from the left pack.

The refugee with the axe dragged the boy behind that wall. One man braced the broken wagon wheel with a flat stone; the woman beside the rider threw Trevor a blanket without waiting for him to ask.

He caught the blanket with one wingtip, nearly lost it, and wrapped it around his hips over the failing shift.

Dryly, he said, “Brief blanket armor acquired with no pride bonus whatsoever.”

As he crawled from beneath the wagon on hands and knees, she stepped quickly onto the bell. Long hair hung over his face, dust coated both wings, and his shift stayed up only because he had knotted it beneath one arm.

“That landing was quite graceful for a founder angel,” Damaris said.

“Effective enough to keep everybody alive,” he replied.

Then she added, “Your bare backside proved quite effective too.”

He looked behind him for a demon; Damaris pinched the bridge of her nose.

One living raker crawled from beneath the bell, and she struck it without looking.

The final demon fled toward the shrine hill, letting Trevor release Draw Fire.

SYSTEM // Consent intact, casualties down, hair immaculate. Finally, competence.
READOUT // Counterpoint resource unlocked
VITALS // HP 91/130 — ready | MP 153/170 — ready
Update: Mercy tendency confirmed.
Resource: hope.
Hope: 4 out of 20.
Hope is generated when an informed witness freely acts after seeing Trevor accept meaningful risk.
Hope is not generated by commands, worship, safe praise, or false danger.
Unlocked: Locked skill discovered.
Update: Many voices I.
Requirement: level 10 / three autonomous linked plans completed.


The boy dropped his spear and said, “You jumped off that tower for us.”

“It was the fastest route to the wagon,” Trevor replied.

The boy said, “You could have flown safely along the other path.”

With a shrug, Trevor said, “That would have been the slower route.”

The boy considered that answer and nodded as if Trevor had explained something reasonable.

Trevor did not hide that fear had nearly kept him on the tower. Courage worked better as a choice, so he crouched to the boy's height and pointed toward the wagon.

“You pushed while eight demons came at you,” he said.

The boy replied, “Your golden light made it easier to move.”

Then Trevor said, “The light gave you room, but you chose what to do in it.”

The boy looked down at his hands, then tightened them around the spear with less shame about their shaking.

Later, she stepped down from the bell and gave orders to bind the wounded, move the wagon beyond the bend, and check the grass for raker burrows. The refugees listened because her armor had survived and her flail carried demon blood.

They kept looking at Trevor because he was five-foot-one, barefoot, half dressed, covered in dust, and glowing.

“How badly is your rider hurt beneath those blankets?” he asked after approaching the woman beside the old rider.

The woman answered, “She has broken ribs and a fever. We were taking her to the road shrine.”

“Is there a healer at the road shrine?” he asked.

“Naomi Talbot, if the church has not taken her,” she said.

The name opened a marker on the east road. Soon, Damaris moved beside Trevor while her gaze followed the line of his torn shift before settling on his face.

“You need proper clothing before we reach town,” she said.

“My build prioritizes survivability over social convention,” he replied.

She said, “Your build is one knot away from a public disaster.”

With one raised brow, he asked, “Are you volunteering to manage all my future gear?”

Dryly, she said, “I am volunteering to keep looking at you without starting a riot.”

Trevor blinked twice before the words settled into place. The link carried no joke; Damaris's desire was warm, direct, and aimed fully at him.

A lovely woman, interested in him instead of a feminine role.

Trevor still misunderstood her and said, “I know the huge white wings can be distracting.”

She replied, “Your wings are hurt, dusty, and now bleeding.”

Then he said, “The broken halo must be distracting you.”

She said, “The halo is broken too.”

With honest confusion, he asked, “Then what part keeps distracting you?”

She stepped close and forced Trevor to tilt his head back to meet her eyes.

She said, “Your face, your mouth, and your waist. The way you act as if none of them change who is standing inside.”

The last part struck deeper than the list before it. Damaris desired his body, but she had not confused it with his identity or asked him to perform womanhood for her. She wanted the clash whole: soft angel face, narrow waist, male raid caller, and all the stubborn choices linking them.

That should have made answering easy. Instead, it removed Trevor's safest excuse. He could not dismiss her desire as a mistake caused by the body when she had named just who stood inside it.

Heat climbed from Trevor's collar to his ears; he had practiced flirting through voice chat. There, no one could catch him missing a chair while sitting down. He had no idea how to receive a woman's desire while wearing that lovely female face.

He said, “I like your very large flail.”

Damaris stared while Trevor kept digging his verbal grave. He added, “The handle and chain give it great reach.”

She said, “Trevor, please stop helping your own case.”

Then he added, “And your face is also hot, with good—reach.”

While carrying bandages past them, the wheel operator said, “Founder, that inquisitor is courting you.”

“Obviously, I have been following this entire exchange,” Trevor lied.

Slowly, Damaris smiled with awful joy and said, “Then give me an honest answer.”

Each handy answer vanished from Trevor's empty, traitorous brain.

One eager female body, one rattled male mind, and no handy script.

A raker screamed from the eastern trees. At once, he pointed toward it and said, “A quick combat crisis requiring my full focus right now.”

She said, “You are a shameless coward hiding behind that raker.”

Then he replied, “This is a combat withdrawal toward an active foe.”

Quickly, Damaris caught his hand before he escaped, but she did not pull him back. She squeezed once and let go.

The touch followed him toward the tree line. He wanted to turn around. He wanted to tell Damaris he desired her and hear the answer without demons nearby. Her desire did not threaten his identity. The proof was simple: a lovely woman wanted him, and he wanted her back.

He reacted physically eagerly. The complication, still. Trevor could accept the desire while watching that response.

She said, “The shrine comes first. Naomi will have cloth for you.”

He replied, “She should also have proper medicine for all the wounded.”

She said, “You still listed the cloth before the medicine.”

He said, “My current armor class is both awful and indecent.”

The old woman coughed beneath her blankets, and her breath rattled on the left side; dark, dried blood marked the corner of her mouth. Halo Sight showed two broken ribs, a rising fever, and a pale shadow where one rib pressed too close to the lung. The road shrine was no longer optional.

Far down Crown Road, a column of black smoke rose above the trees where the shrine marker waited.

A gold icon over Naomi and black smoke above it.

Then the gold icon above Naomi Talbot changed to red.


Chapter 9 — Carry the Wounded

T

he refugees gave Trevor a pair of trousers from the wounded novice, who had cut them below the knee after a raker hook ruined one leg. On Trevor, the shortened brown cloth reached his ankles. A blue road sash held the waist tight. Swiftly, Damaris cut his founder shift into a short wrap top that left both shoulders free for the wings.


The result looked less like holy armor than a farm girl who had robbed a shrine.

The wrap top crossed his chest twice and held all in place. And it left a narrow strip of pale stomach above the sash; he expected a costume, but the cloth sat correctly on his body. Open shoulders freed his wings. The fitted waist made motion easier.

He liked the outfit. That admission settled beside the pockets without growing a crisis; he still checked his identity line once before closing the gear panel.

He loved having working pockets more than holy gear.

“The new build now has proper pockets,” he said.

Behind him, Damaris pulled the last knot tight. “Do not put severed demon parts in those pockets.”

While putting the Hush Bladder in his left pocket, Trevor said, “I refuse to make that promise.”

They moved east along Crown Road with the strongest refugees pushing the wagon. He walked beside the old woman and checked the red shrine icon each few minutes; it stayed active, which meant Naomi was alive or the System wanted him to suffer through uncertainty.

The boy with the spear introduced himself as Colm. His mother lay in the wagon. The woman who had refused to leave her was his aunt.

“Naomi treated her last winter,” Colm said. “She does not charge if you cannot pay.”

“Does the church dislike free healing?” Trevor asked.

At Damaris's inquisitor armor, Colm glanced and wisely chose silence.

For Colm, Damaris said, “The Concord says unsworn soul-mending invites corruption.”

Quickly, he asked, “Does it?”

Carefully, she said, “Sometimes, when the healer abuses that trust.”

“What about sworn church healers?” he asked.

Reluctantly, she admitted, “They also abuse that trust sometimes.”

Dryly, he said, “That sounds like a great system for all involved.”

Her mouth tightened. “I have hunted healers for defying that doctrine.”

But he asked, “Was that sentence supposed to be past tense?”

Yet she said, “Present duty, with a growing amount of doubt.”

Beside her name, he checked the free-will value. Preserve had kept the part able to doubt, but Damaris had begun questioning the doctrine before he arrived; he did not get to claim her judgment as proof of his virtue.

Firmly, he said, “Then keep testing both Naomi and the doctrine.”

The road bent between two banks of wet fern, where his Halo Sight caught red lines beneath the leaves.

With Halo Sight burning, he warned them, “Raker burrows under both banks.”

The first raker came through the wagon bed. It split wood beneath Colm's mother. A black hook tore through the blanket beside her face; he drove his spear down, but the demon twisted and pulled the weapon from his hands.

Steadily climbing onto the wagon. Its broken wheel bounced.

“Draw Fire!” he shouted. “Get away from the wounded!”

Gold marked his chest; the raker abandoned the old woman to launch itself at him. He caught it using both wings, meaning to hold it.

The wagon struck a stone and threw Trevor over the side with the demon.

He struck the road on one shoulder as the raker's hook ripped through his left wing and emerged between two white feathers.

Pain narrowed the sky to a black-edged tunnel above him.

The hook did more than cut flesh. Soul Rend pulled at the bright pattern inside the wing; it tried to split Trevor's claim from the hurt limb. For one sick second, the wing became an attached animal thrashing beside him.

Down each feather shaft, he drove his awareness until the pain belonged to him again. Female body, angel wing, male owner. The categories could coexist even when a demon tried to tear them apart.

Her fear struck while linked, aimed at him instead of the demons, and he used it to stay awake.

Then he trapped the hooked limb beneath his arm and rolled again, twisting until the joint broke. Damaris's flail passed over his face and crushed the shell.

Five more rakers climbed from both fern-covered banks at once.

Above the road, Trevor called, “Keep the wounded moving toward that red shrine.”

One of the men shook his head and said, “We cannot leave you behind with all five.”

He replied, “You are taking the wounded to the healer, not leaving me. I am the idiot who follows.”

Around the wagon, Take Heart flared in a gold ring.

The refugees chose motion as two men pushed and Colm recovered his spear; he walked backward beside his mother while his aunt held a wood knife in both hands.

The aura brightened without spending Hope for control because he had given them a goal instead of a command. Colm chose the exposed rear spot; Elske left the safer wagon side when a raker turned toward her sister. Before exhaustion could stop either man, they traded the broken wheel.

Their courage stayed uneven, human, scared, and wholly their own.

He tried to stand, but the dead raker's hook still pinned his wing to the road.

With one boot on the demon, Damaris tore the limb free. Bright blood ran along Trevor's white feathers.

She asked, “Can you fold it?”

But he tried to obey; the wing stopped halfway.

He said, “No, the joint will not close.”

She ordered, “Then keep the torn wing behind my armor.”

Without waiting for an order, Damaris moved left to cover the hurt side.

The next raker charged her, baring its rear knee to him while a second creature came from the bank. Neither called a plan before she met the first wielding her flail chain and let its hook wrap the iron links.

With one heel, he kicked through its rear knee.

When it fell, Damaris used the trapped demon as a shield against the second. He climbed its back and drove Colm's dropped spear through both shells.

They fought down the road one ugly step at a time. Steadily, Damaris held the hurt side while he drew each creature within reach. The refugees struck demons that turned toward the wagon, then moved instead of chasing kills.

The last raker broke away; Damaris branded it with a gold eye.

Carefully, Trevor said, “Let that wounded raker run into the northern fern.”

She warned, “It will bring more rakers back to this road.”

He pointed at the blood falling from his wing and said, “Good. It now has my scent, so let it take the wrong trail north.”

Carefully, she studied the road, the burrows, and the moving wagon before releasing Judgment Brand. The raker fled into the fern.

For thirty yards, he followed the wagon before his legs stopped obeying him, and he sat hard in the road.

Dryly, he said, “The tank needs one short rest.”

Behind them, she looked toward the wagon as it pulled farther away.

She said, “I can carry you and still catch them.”

He replied, “You need both arms free for the next attack.”

She said, “Trevor, stop being stubborn for one minute.”

Then he rose and said, “Fine, the long rest request has been denied.”

At a run, Colm's aunt came back and gave her name as Elske, then ducked beneath Trevor's good wing and took his arm across her shoulders.

He said, “I can still walk without being carried.”

“Then walk while leaning your weight on me,” Elske replied.

And he accepted her terms and leaned into her.

Elske stood nearly a head taller, with his arm across her strong shoulders. Her hand circled his narrow waist to keep the torn wing clear. She treated the shape beneath her palm as sound fact instead of an offer or joke.

The contact still marked how small and soft his body was beside a plain human woman. He turned that contrast into careful steps and refused to grant it any larger meaning.

They caught the wagon at the next rise, where one man limped with a hook wound through his thigh and could no longer push or keep pace.

Damaris moved toward him, but he got there first, turned his back, folded the good wing, and said, “Climb onto my back.”

The man stared at the blood on his feathers and said, “You are hurt.”

“Correct, and we can compare our wounds while moving,” he replied.

The man said, “You are far too little to carry me.”

He replied, “I am a concentrated form of tank.”

The wounded man climbed carefully onto his narrow back and weighed nearly twice as much as the angel. His knees buckled, then held while he gripped the man's wrists across his chest and walked.

Vitality counted more than clear muscle, and his thighs looked slim beneath the borrowed trousers. Gold strength ran through each step and spread the load into his hips, spine, and good wing. The body let him carry a larger man without turning broad or hard.

He enjoyed that strength too; a petite angel tank could carry wounded fighters off the field. It was just the unfair build he would have selected purposely, which made his suspicion harder to dismiss, yet the System had not chosen a form he hated; it had chosen one he might learn to love using.

Each step pulled at the torn wing and cost one Health. Take Heart stayed active around the witnesses, but beneath it, a different gold line gathered.

Gold words named the moment LITTLE LIGHT. Because Trevor bore a willing ally's weight while all saw the cost, eight Hope answered. The full skill would unlock at Level 6.

But the wounded man tried to climb down.

“If you make me squat twice, we become lifelong foes.” He tightened his grip.

Beside him, Damaris kept pace and said, “Let me take his weight now.”

He replied, “You are supposed to check the trees for demons.”

She warned, “You are bleeding a bright trail along the road.”

He said, “Those are combat breadcrumbs for our allies.”

She replied, “They are combat breadcrumbs for the demons.”

Dryly, he said, “No one claimed it was a very good system.”

They reached the shrine at noon, where blue light met Trevor before the smoke did.
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Thirty-one HP glared at him from the panel. One honest hit could put him into Soul Exposure, and a torn wing had already stolen flight. Until Damaris finished the binding, Trevor's tank build consisted of staying upright and lying convincingly about how much it hurt. Trevor carefully lowered the wounded man beside the white shrine wall.

Without asking, Damaris sat him on an overturned bucket, then knelt behind him and spread the hurt wing across her thighs.

“This cleaning will hurt worse than the road,” she warned.

He replied, “Your gentle bedside manner keeps improving by the hour.”

Gently, she cleaned the tear with boiled water. Trevor gripped the bucket until the wood creaked. Damaris worked feather by feather, aligned the split shafts, and bound the joint with strips of his old white shift.

Her hands stayed gentle even when her mouth did not.

Slowly, he relaxed beneath the care despite the pain. The wing lay across Damaris's armored thighs, and his back rested against her breastplate. Each fixed feather sent relief through nerves that had not existed that morning.

He let himself enjoy the relief. Refusing comfort from a woman would not prove he was a man; it would only turn identity into an excuse for stupidity.

“You do not have to carry each wounded person yourself,” she said.

He replied, “I know that other people can share the weight.”

“Do you believe that when someone needs help?” she asked.

He said, “Yes, and I chose to carry that one.”

She tied the final strip; however, her fingers stayed beneath the wing.

“I chose to stay beside you as well,” she said.

The shrine doors burst open, and a pale woman in a black healer's robe stumbled into the yard. Three gold soul-shapes crowded behind her inside a salt ring; meanwhile, red cracks ran through the barrier and across her hands.

“If either of you can pray, now would be great,” the healer said.

The salt ring broke beneath all three trapped souls.


Chapter 10 — A Healer's Price

T

he three exposed souls did not fall when the salt ring broke because Naomi Talbot caught them.


She spread both hands, black prayer beads wrapped around her wrists; pale green light ran from each bead into the people behind her. The barrier rebuilt itself. One trembling line followed one more.

“Get each wounded person inside the shrine,” she said.

The refugees pushed the wagon through the shrine doors at once.

Trevor followed; however, his hurt wing caught the frame and sent a white burst of pain across his sight. Damaris folded it against his back before he pulled the tear wider.

Burned salt and wet wool fouled the shrine air. Three patients lay behind Naomi's barrier: a pregnant woman with a demon mark on her throat, an old man whose shadow moved without him, and a young rider in church colors with both eyes covered by bloody cloth.

Each patient faced a different threat; six iron nails pinned the pregnant woman's mark near the altar. Three polished plates denied the old man's shadow a hiding place. Green thread bound the blinded rider's wrists but left him enough slack to drink.

Naomi spent her last nine Aether on three souls failing in different ways.

Black shapes pressed against each window; rakers had found the road ahead. And he opened Halo Sight; gold script named Naomi Talbot, a twenty-one-year-old Level 6 Grave Cleric with nine Aether left. Death Ward strained around three souls while Pain Archive and Last Breath waited.

Naomi at last looked back. She had warm light-beige white skin, a shaved right temple, and a mass of black curls pinned over the left side of her head. Green healer's thread crossed the seams of her black robe; her amber-brown eyes darkened near the pupils.

Her eyes widened at him, then went from his gold-ringed gaze to his soft mouth, bare waist, and bloody wings. The barrier lost a handspan.

Pointing at the barrier, Trevor said, “Eyes up, healer, because my hitbox is still stable.”

She turned back to the rakers. “What in Heaven is a hitbox supposed to mean?”

He said, “Never mind that—how do we keep those three attached to their bodies?”

“Death Ward holds their bodies, the salt holds their souls, and I am out of salt,” Naomi said.

Curiously, he asked, “Can my Resonance reinforce your barrier?”

Her look hardened at Damaris's gold collar line.

Coldly, she said, “You converted a church inquisitor into your Choir.”

Plainly, Trevor said, “She asked me to preserve her soul.”

At once, Damaris said, “I asked him for the Rite.”

“And she can leave the link when she chooses,” he added.

She glanced between them. “Founder angels never permit linked souls to leave.”

Firmly, Trevor said, “This founder permits it each time.”

But Naomi said, “This founder talks about himself as if he is not wearing a female founder body.”

“He,” He fixed her.

She returned her eyes to his face and asked, “You use he?”

He said, “My soul source is male, my body is female, and both are mine. We can diagram it after the demons.”

Carefully, Naomi held his gold-ringed gaze and asked, “Which pronouns should I use?”

“I use he and him,” he said.

Satisfied, she said, “Good, because I dislike guessing while people bleed.”

She accepted the answer without fuss. When her eyes dropped once more to the wrap top, his new body warmed beneath her desire.

A raker struck the nearest shutter and split the wood. The barrier shook around the pregnant woman's soul.

Again, Naomi faced her work and said, “Resonance can replace salt for one minute, perhaps two, and then your halo will go dark.”

“How much Resonance will the barrier take?” he asked.

“The barrier will take all you have,” she said.

Carefully checking his resource.

SYSTEM // Oh, this math is hateful. Read it before you spend yourself dry.
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The panel ignored Colm, Naomi's cracked fingertips, and Damaris's fear. Numbers never chose who paid.

“Do not spend that reserve while your wing is torn,” Damaris said.

Dryly, Trevor replied, “Refusing bad plans is supposed to be my line.”

She said, “Then hear your own refusal properly this time.”

But he said, “Those three exposed souls need two more minutes alive.”

She said, “You need eight points to stop the wound from entering your soul.”

He looked at the three patients; the rider wore church colors, yet Naomi was still spending all to keep him alive.

“How long do they have without my transfer?” he asked.

“Twenty seconds at most,” Naomi said.

“How long will all eleven points buy?” he asked.

“Long enough to move all three into the cellar,” she said.

Without one more delay, Trevor pushed all eleven open Resonance into the barrier.

He did not hide the choice behind a joke. “Damaris, I am spending it. Naomi, you get one hundred six seconds. Tell all what happens if we miss.”

Across the shrine, Naomi shouted, “Carry any patient who cannot walk, because if the gold line falls below their knees before they cross the cellar salt, their soul stays on this floor when the body goes down.”

They needed handles, routes, and honest time.

Gold light left his halo, and the broken ring dimmed to a pale outline while his wing wound went cold.

Damaris gave the cost a vicious, heartfelt curse.

The salt ring rose knee-high, climbed to the waist, and closed over the patients in a green-gold dome.

She stared at the dome and said, “You truly spent each Resonance point you had open.”

He replied, “I enjoy committing fully to awful resource management under pressure.”

She warned, “You could lose that hurt wing forever without the reserve.”

Cheerfully, he said, “Then I become much easier to manage indoors forever.”

Half laughing and half furious, Naomi ordered, “Carry the old man into the cellar.”

At once, Damaris lifted him while Elske and Colm took the pregnant woman between them. The church rider tried to stand alone, failed, and caught Trevor's shoulder.

The contact sent black cold into Trevor's wing; the soul-fiber tear opened like a second mouth and pushed the hurt feathers outside his claim. With no reserve, only Trevor's will held the physical pattern together.

While moving, he named what belonged to him: left wing, white feathers, torn joint, male soul, his pain. The list kept the demon mark from turning wound into separation.

Halo Sight at once exposed a demon mark inside the rider's shadow.

With his good wing across the stairs, Trevor said, “The marked rider crosses the salt line into the cellar last.”

She bristled and said, “That rider is now dying in my hands.”

He said, “He is also marked, and if the thing inside his shadow crosses first, the cellar turns into a locked box with a demon in it.”

The rider's covered eyes turned toward Trevor while his shadow smiled.

At the cellar steps, Damaris dropped the old man and raised her flail.

She asked, “Can you split the demon mark from its living host?”

Quickly, Naomi checked the barrier timer and said, “Pain Archive can force the mark to show where it entered, but I need Aether.”

He had none to spare; however, the Hush Bladder pressed against his hip inside the pocket.

He asked, “Does the Pain Archive prayer need a clean sound?”

She said, “Yes, the prayer needs one clean and consecrated note.”

From his pocket, Trevor pulled the demon organ and said, “I can give your prayer a stored sound.”

She looked offended by the object and interested in the idea.

Then she asked, “Which sound did you store inside that disgusting organ?”

He held it toward Damaris and said, “Nothing yet, so hit something very holy with the flail.”

With one swing, Damaris struck her flail head against the shrine bell; the Hush Bladder swallowed the note. The bladder's slick black skin turned bright gold at once.

He shoved it beneath the rider's moving shadow and stepped on it.

The stored bell note burst upward through the hidden mark at once.

Halo Sight turned sound into gold vibration; the note entered the rider's shadow and forced the swallowed promise into view. Before it faded, Naomi's Pain Archive caught the pattern.

With one sharp order, Naomi opened Pain Archive: “Remember all.”

At once, Pain Archive opened the rider's memory like a door beneath his scream.

The rider screamed as the mark replayed its entry. A raker priest had clawed his eyes and promised the pain would stop if he opened the shrine gate.

The memory carried his answer. He had refused until the priest threatened the patients, then opened the gate because he believed the demons would spare them. The mark had entered through mercy twisted by a lie.

She neither wiped the shame nor changed the choice, then held the memory open until the rider named the voice that had not been his.

The black shadow peeled away from the rider's heels at once. Together, Damaris branded it while Trevor drove the brass crank through its mouth.

Across the salt line, Naomi pulled the rider while the mark snapped against the barrier and burned into green ash.

The three patients reached the cellar as the barrier expired and each shutter broke at once.

Turning sharply toward the windows with no Resonance, one handy wing, and thirty-one Health.

Suddenly, Naomi caught the uninjured side of his face in one hand.

Her thumb pressed his cheek. For one beat, she looked as though she had expected an illusion and found warm skin.

Desire replaced her surprise as she studied his soft cheek, large gold-ringed eyes, delicate mouth, and bloody wings.

His new body liked Naomi's warm hand. Pleasure softened his knees, and fear followed by habit. She had accepted he/him and still looked at him like a woman she wanted.

The response might mean his body was changing him, or only that hot women stayed hot when they touched his face. Trevor lacked proof to choose.

Softly, she said, “You are an absurdly pretty angel beneath all that blood.”

He replied, “Thank you, and please heal the part now leaking blood.”

Her mouth opened, and Damaris laughed behind him.

Then he asked, “What did I manage to say wrong this time?”

She released his face and said, “Nothing, except your mouth ruins the pretty effect.”

He said, “I have apparently started getting that reaction from hot women.”

But she said, “You have not owned that face long enough to get anything a lot.”

She wrapped green light around his torn wing. The spell did not close the soul-fiber damage, but warmth returned to the joint.

Outside, more rakers climbed through each broken shrine window.

From beside the altar, Naomi raised a bone-white mace and ordered, “Hold those rakers away from the cellar for one minute.”

He said, “You told me the barrier would buy two minutes.”

She replied, “I used the first full minute saving that church rider.”

Without hesitation, he said, “That rider's rescue was worth each second we spent.”

Her eyes sharpened as she said, “You do not even know who that rider is.”

He said, “You had enough reason to risk the minute for him.”

Then Trevor opened his good wing while Damaris took the other side. Between them, Naomi stood with her mace and the last of her Aether gathering around its head.

The first raker crossed Trevor's window. He hooked the brass crank through its teeth and dragged it across the sill before a second could use its body as cover. Damaris broke the front legs; Naomi crushed the skull, and pale green light leaped into Trevor's wounded wing.

The next raker entered through the other window; she moved toward it, but Trevor blocked her path with his good wing.

Pointing right, he said, “Hold your side of the shrine room.”

She took the right without one more word. The three formed a shallow triangle with Naomi at the point, Trevor's bright wing drawing attacks from the left, and Damaris's armored reach controlling the right. Naomi healed whichever guard turned the next creature into range for her mace.

No single person commanded the new three-point line. Each woman—Trevor fixed the visual category in his head, each person—found the missing function and filled it.

Through the fighting, Trevor said, “You know why Heaven wants this founder body dead.”

She struck her white mace through the demon's mouth.

Grimly, she said, “Because the founder can remove an owner, and Heaven owns each angel it sends.”

Heavy hooves thundered along Crown Road while white-armored riders surrounded the shrine beyond the broken shutters.


Chapter 11 — Pain Keeps Records

T

he white-armored riders did not attack the shrine; they formed a line beyond the broken windows and waited for the demons to finish.


Eight riders blocked Crown Road while four spread through the orchard. Their white armor carried no mud, and each helm bore a red line from brow to throat. Rakers climbed through the shutters like church executioners.

Twelve spotless riders outside, three exposed patients below, and no clean retreat.

The masked leader raised two fingers when a raker tried to flee, and an archer put an arrow through it. Each creature moving toward the shrine stayed untouched.

“That entire murder line is disgustingly lean,” Trevor said.

“Lean is their favorite clean word for murder,” Naomi said beside the blinded rider.

Rakers scraped across the shrine floor above them while Damaris held the stair with three refugees; each strike of her flail sent a hard gold pulse through his link.

The refugees had names now. Colm braced the rail, Elske guarded the corner with her wood axe; Mara from Old Bell took a shrine spear. None had a combat class, yet all stayed until Naomi cleared the tunnel.

Take Heart gave them room to act, but no skill made that choice cheap.

He wanted to join Damaris; however, Naomi had other plans.

She pushed Trevor onto a treatment table, spread his wing, and said, “Stay here until I release you.”

He said, “My class needs active front-line tanking.”

She said, “You have thirty-one Health and no working soul seal.”

Dryly, he said, “That sounds like a brief combat debuff.”

Threading a curved needle, Naomi said, “If you move before I finish, I will stitch your pretty ass to this table.”

He studied her dark eyes, steady hands, and mouth set in a line that invited awful judgment.

She had cut one sleeve from her robe and tied it around his waist; green prayer scars marked her bare forearm. As she leaned over the table, her curls brushed his good wing.

He reacted each brush. Pain kept the response from growing pleasant, but could not stop it from existing.

Hopefully, he asked, “Do you promise to follow through on that threat?”

She missed the first pass of the needle; however, it still went through his wing.

“That failed pass was fully my fault,” he said using both hands on the table.

The needle pulled green cord through flesh and closed a tear that hurt in two layers. Flesh burned while the soul-fiber wound stayed cold, leaving a strip the raker hook had tried to deny was his.

Without hesitation, Naomi pressed the cold place and said, “Say your full name.”

“My full name is Trevor Dwyer,” he said.

Then she said, “Now give me your age.”

He said, “I am nineteen years old, with each memory still mine.”

Next she said, “State your gender identity and pronouns.”

Firmly, he said, “I am male, and I use he and him.”

At last, she said, “Tell me who owns this hurt wing.”

Looking at the white feathers, Trevor said, “This hurt white wing belongs to me.”

Warmth returned along one broken feather shaft beneath Naomi's thumb.

Naomi nodded. “Soul-fiber care starts with an owner the wound cannot argue against.”

“I own each white feather fully,” he said.

She closed the flesh and matched the broken feather shafts; each touch found pain and left less behind.

Noting his dropped shoulders, Naomi said, “You do not know how to receive care.”

“I am taking your care right now,” he replied.

But she said, “You turn each kindness into a joke before it can make any claim on you.”

“My jokes are the only free resource in this build,” he said.

Quietly, she said, “No, those jokes cost all who tries to reach you.”

He had no quick answer for the price she had named.

Her thumb soothed the wing before the next stitch. Care became a claim only when he treated it as debt. Like Damaris, Naomi gave help without asking him to become anyone else.

Carefully, he said, “I do not know what this body does to me yet. Pain, touch, and desire all land differently, so jokes buy time before I decide whether the response is mine or something installed.”

As Naomi tied the stitch, she said, “A body reaction is not an oath or identity.”

He said, “Damaris gave me almost the same advice.”

She replied, “Then the proud inquisitor has managed at least one correct doctrine.”

The full link carried each word upstairs; a pulse of offended amusement came back from Damaris.

Smiling, Naomi asked, “Can the inquisitor hear each word?”

He said, “She can hear you very clearly.”

Cheerfully, Naomi said, “Good, because she desperately needed to hear it.”

She ran green light through the final stitch, baring the black and cold soul-fiber damage beneath it.

She said, “I can repair this damage after the evacuation, but not while guarding three exposed souls and this shrine.”

Purposely opening Choir Rite.

Gold script rejected a full Rite. And it gave a ten-minute link by mutual agreement. It held no controlling power and cost no Resonance; it opened only negotiated memories and ended at either person's request. Shared pain could cross it.

After reading the gold script, Naomi said, “You want access to my Death Ward barrier.”

He said, “I want your judgment linked to my reach, with no controlling power, only the pain and skills needed for the move, and an exit either of us can use.”

He opened the clauses in front of her; Naomi limited memory to care state and active foe marks, then she added her own terms.

If Trevor lost consciousness, Naomi would keep Death Ward. The link would close in the orchard. She read the terms twice, fixed him with a healer's stare, and took the link.

Still, he accepted because Naomi had improved the terms instead of yielding to them. No command, no memory cut, and no claim over her.

He said, “I want us to move each patient while Damaris holds the stair.”

“A founder could force me to stop feeling their pain,” Naomi said.

He asked, “Would cutting away their pain help you?”

Pointing to the blinded rider, she said, “For ten minutes, and then he wakes without the memory of opening that gate and trusts the next voice that promises relief. Pain keeps records when pride will not.”

He said, “Then we keep each painful record intact through the evacuation.”

Studying his face, Naomi said, “That rider helped the Concord hunt me yesterday.”

He replied, “You kept that man alive anyway.”

She said, “His soul belongs to him, with each part that chose badly.”

And he said, “Then each part of his soul stays his.”

The answer passed Naomi's test. Her guarded soul stayed shut to a full Rite, but the brief path lit.

She warned, “You will feel all four open wounds through me.”

“I have made enough jokes about being stitched to the table, so I am in,” he said.

Softly, Naomi said, “Ten minutes, no commands, no memory cuts, and I can leave before the time ends.”

He said, “I agree to each term.”

She placed two fingers on his chest; the brief link opened. Pain filled Trevor from four wounded bodies at once.

The woman's demon mark burned around his throat while the old man's shadow pulled at his heels. The rider's ruined eyes filled his skull with white force, and Naomi's spent Aether ground against each breath; he almost blacked out.

Beneath the pain, he found himself by naming what belonged elsewhere. The child belonged to its mother, the old man's fear belonged to him, and the rider owned his guilt. Naomi's fatigue was hers; even so, Trevor had agreed to help carry it.

His own wing pain waited beneath all four borrowed wounds and served as a sharp marker.

With steady fingers around his jaw, Naomi said, “Stay with me inside your own body.”

Leaning into her hand, he said, “This is deeply unpleasant.”

She replied, “That is a great and exact healer's call.”

Her Death Ward flowed while linked, crossed his halo, and entered Damaris.

At the stair, Damaris's next block formed a gold-white wall from wing light and grave prayer. A raker hook stopped against the new wall.

At the table, he rose despite Naomi's order.

From behind him, Naomi said, “I ordered you to stay on the table.”

He said, “You also gave me only ten minutes to move all.”

He carried the blinded rider while Naomi led the other patients through the back tunnel and Damaris retreated one step at a time. The refugees passed salt, bandages, and weapons without waiting for a command.

The tunnel forced them into single file. Elske and Colm carried the woman while Mara walked backward, scattering salt to keep the demon mark from the walls. The old man followed with Naomi's hand on his shadow.

Because the mark had touched his wing, Trevor took the rider. Ruined-eye pain crossed the link with each step, but the man stayed awake enough to keep his weight off the hurt feathers.

Against his ear, the rider whispered, “You know just what I did yesterday.”

He said, “I know what the demon showed and promised you.”

“The death writ calls preserved memory a taint,” the rider said.

“Then remember it long enough to disagree with the writ,” he said.

The final raker burst through Damaris's gold-white guard, and Trevor stepped between its hook and Naomi.

Its black hook struck his freshly repaired white wing.

With the blow, Trevor turned. The hook caught green cord and pulled him too close for the raker to bite; he trapped the forelimb against his ribs while Death Ward held the stitch.

One repaired wing, four borrowed wounds, and a demon within reach.

He physically folded around the attack with new grace. His old frame had never moved that way. The clean motion scared him less now; he had chosen the turn because it worked. His body had obeyed. Neither fact changed the other.

A female angel's grace, a male survivor's choice, and no surrender between them.

Death Ward held his flesh together. While linked, Naomi carried his pain and kept moving. Still, Trevor carried her will to save the patients, then he held the demon long enough for Damaris to break its spine.

Blue System light opened above the dead raker's broken spine.

SYSTEM // You saved them. The System would clap, but apparently we budgeted for wings.
READOUT // Shrine pursuit survived
VITALS // HP 94/150 — ready | MP 146/176 — ready
SKILL COST // Little Light I: 10 MP to turn witnessed danger into Hope.
Direct-danger XP: +200.
Other earned XP: +150.
Cumulative XP now totals 1,250.
Update: Level up — 5 -> 6.
You still have +3 attribute points.
You now gain +1 skill point.
You may allocate them now.
You now strike at 7 (+1).
You now endure at 11 (+1).
You now move at 12 (+1).
You can now use little light I.
Effect: while visibly bearing a willing ally's burden, Trevor converts a portion of witnessed fear into hope.
Restriction: no hope from commanded burdens or concealed cost.


The brief link timer reached three minutes, but Naomi kept it open.

Through it, she found the cold gap in Trevor's wing. Green light stitched together each place he had claimed without touching the identity map.

Gold script marked wing ownership at eighty-one percent; Naomi had touched neither identity nor memory.

The proof counted more than the healing. Naomi could mend a female angel body while leaving Trevor's male identity untouched. Body and identity were linked, not identical.

They left the shrine through the back and entered a burned orchard. The patients lay beneath wet apple trees while Damaris and the refugees blocked the tunnel.

White riders between blackened trunks and wounded patients beneath wet branches.

They had expected dead patients. Instead they found an inquisitor, a grave cleric, six armed refugees, and a blood-covered founder angel with his repaired wing half open.

The masked leader's posture changed by one inch. She did not step back. Instead she judged the crowded field again.

No easy death, no helpless witnesses, and no obedient angel vessel.

Their leader wore a polished mask with no mouth. She unrolled a red-edged document and pressed its seal into the air.

Red words condemned Naomi Talbot for preserving soul memory. The writ ordered severance before sunset. It named the founder, inquisitor, and witnesses as lawful collateral.

Her hand found Trevor's as she chose to close the brief link. Her borrowed pain vanished from him, but her warm fingers stayed.

Closing the link hurt in a new way. The other wounds vanished. He stood alone inside one body again; meanwhile, Naomi's bare hand kept the bond she wanted.

Naomi's warm hand in his, her soul closed freely.

She laced their fingers together without asking the System to record her choice.

“Now you know just why I refused conversion,” she said.

The masked rider raised her polished white sword toward Trevor.


Chapter 12 — Run the Shrine

T

he masked rider's sword came down. At once, Damaris caught it on her flail chain. White fire struck gold between them, flashing across the orchard and leaving black bars over Trevor's vision.


Across the orchard, Damaris said, “Get all back through the cellar.”

He replied, “We just left the cellar.”

She said, “Then you now know the escape route.”

Three more Concord riders entered the orchard. Behind them, rakers poured through the shrine windows and struck the nearest living targets. And the death squad turned to meet the demons.

None had planned the three-way fight. The morning's first handy surprise. He approved.

The riders held a shield line. Rakers struck whichever soul burned brightest. The refugees needed one opening; his threat mark could make both foes chase him.

He checked the tunnel route and counted the people who could not run; no one fought who had not chosen a weapon.

He used Draw Fire on the masked leader and ran for the tunnel. The gold mark caught her focus along with four rakers and a church hound made of white flame.

“The entire awful plan is working as meant,” he said while running.

The church hound gained first; white teeth burned through his road sash without touching skin. He caught the falling trousers using one hand and slapped the hound into a raker with his good wing.

The two beasts vanished together beneath the riders' heavy shields.

“We have experienced a minor but revealing armor failure,” he announced.

While he moved, Naomi retied the sash with a strip from her robe and said, “You have made indecency into a defensive rule.”

“If foes keep looking, Draw Fire should pay me,” he said.

Damaris's amusement crossed the link; meanwhile, Naomi flushed without one.

Then Naomi shoved the patient into his arms and said, “Carry her now and flirt with death later.”

He obeyed because good leadership occasionally needed great followership.

The storage tunnel descended beneath the shrine. It split at a flooded chamber; the left passage held boot prints, grave wax scented the right, and rubble partly blocked the middle.

Pointing left, Damaris said, “The boot prints make that our fastest route.”

From the right wall, Naomi said, “We should take the grave-wax passage.”

The church rider Trevor had helped save stumbled between them. Bloody cloth still covered his eyes as he said, “Left reaches the road.”

Touching the black beads at her wrist, Naomi said, “We are still taking the passage on the right.”

With no System marker or hidden threat, Trevor said, “Give me the reason.”

“The pain inside him is wrong,” she said.

He had trusted the cloth, church colors, and voice, yet Naomi trusted the pain she had shared: which rib caught and which eye throbbed first.

Counterpoint needed them to value facts the other person owned.

The blind rider stiffened beside the flooded middle passage.

Across the chamber, Naomi pressed two fingers to his brow and said, “The man we saved has two ruined eyes and a broken rib, but you have no pain behind the left cloth.”

The rider drew a white knife, but Damaris's flail chain caught his wrist before he could turn the blade.

The false survivor split from throat to waist, and a narrow demon stepped out wearing his face like an open coat.

The mimic had copied blood, cloth, and memories, but not the wounds' private cost. Its white knife hid a hook meant for the pregnant woman's demon mark.

He set down the pregnant woman and hit the mimic with the brass crank, then Naomi's mace broke its knee before Damaris ended it against the flooded wall.

“We are surely taking Naomi's passage on the right,” he said afterward.

The true rider stayed in the cellar. Pain had kept Naomi's record exact.

The party entered the narrow grave-wax tunnel on Naomi's word.

The death squad followed, filling the chamber behind them with white light. His threat mark on the leader made sure she chose him over the easier witnesses.

The right passage narrowed until Damaris had to turn aside. Behind him, Trevor's folded wings dragged along both walls. The pregnant woman held around his neck and tried not to cry out when the demon mark tightened.

Against his shoulder, she whispered, “You can put me down before I slow all.”

He said, “I can also keep walking while you hold on.”

The woman tightened her arms around his shoulders and said, “I am Sella.”

He replied, “My name is Trevor Dwyer.”

She said, “I know, because you shout your name when you use the gold mark.”

He said, “Brand recognition matters during a crowded retreat.”

Her laugh ended in pain, but she held on. He changed his grip and let the founder body's low center carry her weight. Its ease troubled him; the choice to keep walking stayed his.

Little Light warmed beneath his ribs and marked the woman's growing hope.

The grave-wax tunnel ended at a locked iron grate.

At the lock, Naomi traced its white edge and said, “The church sealed this grate from outside.”

Steadily, Damaris held the rear passage while he dropped Sella beside the grate.

The masked leader entered the tunnel. Her red-edged death writ floated before her shield. Across his Halo Sight, gold and white permissions fought.

The writ carried forty-seven stolen Resonance from five condemned souls, enough for sanctioned angel maintenance. Gold script gave Trevor the tithe and warned that claiming it would void the writ and expose each preserved execution record.

“That paper carries enough stolen power to open the grate,” he said.

Over her shoulder, Naomi said, “Enough to do more than that.”

The masked rider thrust at Damaris. With no room to swing, she caught the blade and held the rider by chain strength alone.

Through clenched teeth, Damaris said, “Trevor, take the writ before she spends it.”

He reached past their locked weapons and grabbed the floating death writ; the stored Resonance flooded his halo.

Five deaths opened behind his eyes. Their lives were gone. Each last sense stayed sharp: a name, half a prayer, and fear that loved souls would forget.

One soul was a baker who hid two angel-touched children. One more refused to yield her dead wife's memory. A third found a death roll and tried to copy it.

The writ called their last breaths a tithe so no church angel asked where power came from.

The System offered to burn each record and take the power without a clear stain.

Behind him, Naomi said, “Do not let that thing burn their records.”

The same lean option floated within Naomi's view over his shoulder.

“I was never going to choose that option,” he said.

Keeping the names cost eleven Resonance. Burning them gave Trevor all forty-seven and wiped each witness.

The lean choice could open the grate, seal his wing, and fill the halo. He kept the names. He would not build a road home from wiped souls and prove the System owned more of him than the female body did.

He claimed the stained Resonance while saving each death record.

The writ tore in half as its white power died. Swiftly, Damaris drove the masked rider back.

Together, Naomi touched the church seal while he fed it five Resonance. The iron bars opened.

North Ford waited beyond the grate beneath a wide gray sky.

The refugees emerged from a second tunnel mouth with the true church rider and the left patients. Colm raised his spear as the death squad reached the grate.

The true rider tore cloth from one blind eye and faced the tunnel he had opened for demons. Unable to fight, he named the masked leader and two souls kept in the writ.

The riders faltered. He had made their clean roll speak its stain.

Naomi stayed beside him while the masked leader reorganized her riders.

Beside him, Naomi said, “I can keep helping this party without joining your choir.”

“Yes, and I will respect that choice,” he said.

She said, “The White Concord will keep hunting me either way.”

“That is also painfully and obviously true,” he said dryly.

She said, “If I open fully, you preserve the death memories.”

“We will preserve each condemned person's memory,” he said.

Firmly, she said, “You receive no controlling power over me.”

“You grant me fully none,” he said.

At last, she said, “My right to exit remains fully mine.”

Purposely opening the full Rite. Preserve cost all forty-two Resonance. Memory and autonomy stayed whole, exit stayed enabled; loyalty and command went untouched. Their covenant kept the five death memories intact.

Then he said, “Read each condition for yourself.”

Silently, Naomi read each condition to the bottom, then took Trevor's face between both hands.

After reading, Naomi said, “Open the Rite just as we negotiated it.”

Naomi caught his hands and planted them over her pulse while the Rite opened. Her fingers closed over his wrists hard enough to leave no doubt about who had started this.

“I hear you: we preserve all, I receive no commands, and the exit stays yours,” he said while holding her wrists.

She said, “My pain and each meaning inside it remain mine.”

He said, “Your pain is shared only when you choose and never deleted.”

Her guarded soul state opened freely; the Rite joined them in green-gold light.

Five death memories entered Naomi's Pain Archive without adding to her pain. Her fatigue, rage, and desire crossed the link without ceasing to be hers.

Clearly, Naomi desired the whole mix: Trevor male, his body female. Her thumbs moved along his cheeks, and the founder body leaned into her touch before he chose whether he welcomed it.

He drew back for one startled breath, then leaned into her hands again because it felt too damn good to waste.

He preserved each response, choice, and uncomfortable line between them.

Naomi's translucent ward opened like crystalline wings; Death Ward ran through his feathers and Damaris's armor. Their split skills kept distinct shapes and made room for the rest.

Damaris marked threats while Naomi held flesh and soul through harm. He put his bright, frail-looking body where both women could use their strength, but neither became an arm of his will.

Counterpoint paid a line that worked because each voice stayed its own.

SYSTEM // A second voice, freely chosen. Hot, ethical, and tactically useful.
READOUT // Naomi Talbot — second voice
VITALS // HP 88/150 — ready | MP 122/176 — ready
The recorded age is 21.
Species: human / angel-touched.
Class: Grave cleric.
Level: 6.
Memory: 100.
Autonomy: 100.
Offer state: accepted by Naomi Talbot.
No one currently owns you.
Exit permission: enabled.
Active voices: 2/2.
Counterpoint compatible: yes.


Damaris glanced at Naomi and asked, “Can your barrier take the left bank?”

“If your brand marks anything that crosses the ford,” Naomi said.

Neither woman turned desire into a feud; they judged each other's work and made it fit.

Naomi glanced at Damaris's link, then at the hand near Trevor's waist, but Damaris watched Naomi's fingers linger by Trevor's mouth. Mutual desire and conspiratorial mirth passed between them.

He failed to see both women flirting with each other; the thought never reached his plan.

Wanting to hug both women, Trevor tried command instead. “This is an exceptionally good party build.”

Reluctantly, Naomi released his face. “Your entire pretty face is blushing.”

He said, “That is just a harmless resource glow.”

She said, “Your golden halo is nearly dark right now.”

He insisted, “Then it is a fully local resource glow.”

They turned toward North Ford as the death riders reached the tunnel mouth behind them.

On the far bank, a slim woman in a sleeveless yellow coat sat on the limit stone. Wind lifted her short auburn hair; she held Damaris's boots and half the death writ.

The stranger waved both stolen prizes above her head.

He checked the boots first because rank counted; they were Damaris's size and still damp. The woman had crossed a live death line and stolen from an inquisitor without waking the link, then she had taken half a holy writ during the fight.

At first, Halo Sight found no class pane. When she smiled, gold words hid beneath a concealment skill.

No rescue plan, only costly goods in reach amid chaos.

Trevor's new route, and North Ford's most interesting bidder.

“A lovely rescue with a quest item to auction,” she called, “so if you want it back, the bidding starts now.”


Chapter 13 — The Girl Who Stole the Quest Item

“O

ne pair of boots and one condemned writ with slight blood damage,” the woman on the limit stone called. “What am I gave for the set?”

She checked her feet, where both armored boots stayed firmly in place.

“The spare boots were secured inside my pack,” Damaris said.

“Then your pack security has failed its first inspection,” Petra replied.

The thief had green eyes, cropped auburn hair, fair white skin dusted with freckles, and a grin built for escaping consequences. And she wore loose black trousers under the yellow coat. Her hands and feet were wrapped in red cloth. A coin-sized sun mark glowed in each palm.

She stood a little taller than Trevor. Built like a runner, she had slim lines and easy balance. Her bare shoulders needed no armor. Red foot wraps gripped the wet stone.

She swept her gaze over riders, refugees, tracks, and his broken halo. The auction entertained her; the route condition did not.

Purposely opening Halo Sight.

Gold script named Petra Coyle, a twenty-year-old Level 6 Sun Soul Monk. Her Health, Stamina, and Aether were full. Radiant Palm, Step Between, and Empty Hand Seal shone beneath a closed soul with memory and autonomy whole. The System added that she was enjoying herself.

He said, “Your System panel contains unnecessary editorial commentary.”

Above the river, Petra leaned forward and said, “The System likes me.”

Raising her flail, Damaris said, “Give back the condemned writ; you may keep the boots.”

“That is a very poor opening bid,” Petra said.

At his arm, Naomi touched him as five death memories pulled toward the writ. Its paper still carried their names; without it, the Concord could call each record a founder's lie.

They needed that bloody paper before the riders reclaimed it.

He asked, “What do you truly want in exchange?”

Pointing upriver, Petra said, “Your refugees take the shallow north channel, none follows me across the south stones, and you get the paper once all reaches the east bank.”

At the gray water, Damaris frowned and said, “The north channel leaves all exposed.”

“It is also shallow enough for the wagon,” Petra said.

“Why are you guarding the southern route?” Damaris asked.

Her grin lost one sharp edge as she said, “Because that route stays safe while none knows about it.”

Halo Sight caught three human tracks beneath the south stones' concealment. Small feet. One dragged left leg. Petra guarded people who might need the route again.

He hid the tracks. A handy ally could keep secrets without becoming a foe, and Petra had joined nothing yet.

A white rider emerged from the tunnel behind them; Petra tossed one stolen boot into the ford.

“The clock has officially started on this auction,” Petra called.

Looking closely at the refugees, then at the north channel. Twelve people could cross before the death squad formed. The route was poor for fighters and good for a wagon.

“I accept each stated condition of your deal,” Trevor said.

Beside him, Damaris warned, “Trevor, this woman stole from my pack.”

He said, “Her bad-faith auction still solves our escort problem.”

She replied, “It also leaves us owing silence about the southern route.”

He said, “Which costs nothing unless we decide strangers own Petra's facts.”

Her focus sharpened. He had accepted the limit she did not state aloud; that earned more desire than the deal itself.

Smiling, Petra touched two fingers to her brow and said, “The pretty angel understands commerce and unstated prices.”

The whole ford erupted beneath Petra's promised crossing.

A broad gray head rose from beneath the north channel. Antlers made of river stone swept the wagon off its wheels; the demon underneath had the body of an eel and six human arms set along its belly.

Red text named the Ford Taker a full-health Threat 8 with Toll Claim, Drowning Hands, and a Radiant Scar.

“That huge demon was not there yesterday,” Petra said, offended.

“Your route promise has become legally doubtful,” he replied.

The Ford Taker seized Colm. He jumped after him.

One stolen route, twelve exposed refugees, and one demon toll guard.

Into cold water with one hurt wing and no working taunt.

Cold water closed over his sash while his hurt wing dragged like a wet blanket; he caught Colm's wrist as three pale arms pulled the boy under.

The river turned his long hair into a blindfold. It doubled each feather's weight. Body Adaptation used his wings like fins; however, the hurt left side pulled him in a ring.

He ignored the graceful stroke and kicked straight for Colm, because the body could improve it after the boy had air.

Damaris branded the river demon. A wide golden eye formed across its stone antlers.

Naomi cast Death Ward over Colm before the drowning hands could crush him.

Above him, she stayed dry and balanced upon the limit stone.

From the limit stone, she called, “That demon has broken our first deal.”

He shouted, “The refugees are still using the route you sold us.”

She said, “A river demon has changed the price.”

He said, “Then send the new bill straight to the demon.”

Underwater, Trevor tried Draw Fire. The words became bubbles; the speech-bound skill failed.

The Ford Taker's free hands closed around his waist, chest, and left ankle before dragging him away from Colm.

The failed taunt had worked almost as well as intended.

He kicked at the bright Radiant Scar on its belly; however, his heel passed through the mark without effect.

Not body armor, but a layer of holy claim.

The demon's blue scar took only attacks with holy force.

He looked at Petra's glowing palms; he could not speak underwater, so he pointed at her and then the waiting scar.

She answered his frantic sign with a cheerful thumbs-down; the Ford Taker pulled Trevor deeper into the cold stream.

His lungs burned while wet hair covered his eyes and pale hands pressed into the narrow space beneath his ribs.

The hands searched his female body for a place to stamp the Toll Claim. Cold fingers crossed his waist while blue lines tried to replace Trevor with unpaid vessel.

Cold hands on a female body, blue claim lines, and no consent.

Anger cleared the panic. His body was female, soft, and more familiar each day. None of those facts made it public gear.

With his brow, Trevor struck the nearest wrist. Firmly holding his male identity line while searching the dark water for Petra.

Step Between pulled Petra from the limit stone and placed her beside him beneath the water.

Her glowing Radiant Palm struck deep into the waiting scar.

The demon's Toll Claim opened around her hand as blue-gold lines ran up Petra's wrist, read the holy mark, and waited for a command.

She twisted her trapped palm inside the holy claim.

Inside the holy scar, one stolen right and no harmed soul.

She did not harm the scar because she meant to change its price.

Empty Hand Seal let Petra enter a holy right without owning it. She left memory and soul untouched, then changed the toll's target rules. To her, rules were ground she could cross.

The Ford Taker freed each person it held, then seized the white rider behind them.

Laughing, Trevor broke the river's surface.

“You truly hacked that demon's holy toll,” he said.

Beside him, Petra surfaced with a broad grin and said, “I billed the demon for its own meddling.”

Damaris's flail caught one antler. Naomi's barrier lifted the refugees above the deepest water. He wrapped both wings around the Ford Taker's head and blinded it while Petra moved from mark to mark along its body.

Each Radiant Palm changed one target rule; holy became foe, refugee became free, and founder became unpaid collector.

First, Naomi made six green steps beneath the refugees, then Damaris branded each stone antler as a foe weapon, giving Petra a new path. He kept the head turned with wings, knees, and direct blocks.

Three plans met inside the demon's guard because each person knew a different rule.

He said, “I do not appreciate that final targeting category.”

The river demon threw him hard toward the eastern bank.

Sharply, Damaris caught him by the road sash. With the force, she spun and cast him back over the water.

He tucked his wings and hit the Ford Taker's neck knees-first, then he drove both thumbs into the hurt Toll Claim.

He shouted, “Your whole fake account is now closed for good.”

From below, Petra struck the same scar; gold fire broke through gray flesh.

The Ford Taker fell across the north stream, where its long body made a rough bridge. Refugees climbed over it while the death squad fought the pale hands Petra had turned.

Colm crossed first, then helped his aunt guide the wagon wheel over the demon's stone antlers. Sella walked on her own using one hand around her stomach; the true rider stayed last until the old man and each bare soul reached the bank.

He stayed in the water until the last willing witness was clear. Little Light warmed beneath his ribs without turning their escape into control.

SYSTEM // Look at you building trust in a death zone. Disgustingly wholesome.
READOUT // Ford taker defeated
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Dry-haired, Petra landed on the east bank while Trevor crawled out like a drowned banner unit.

She handed him the torn death writ without one more demand.

“Our first deal has been honored,” Petra said.

He replied, “You tried to renegotiate while the boss drowned me.”

She said, “And yet each one of your refugees crossed safely.”

At the fading Toll Claim, Trevor said, “That rights trick was filthy.”

Beaming, Petra said, “Thank you very much.”

Before Trevor could say more, Damaris caught his face between one wet gauntlet and one bare hand. “You chose to follow that thief's route.”

He said, “Her route was the best bad plan left.”

She said, “You also followed my plan at Old Bell.”

He replied, “Yours was also the best bad plan left.”

She said, “You let me refuse your Rite without punishment.”

He said, “The point of a smart party is not making all dumber.”

Damaris said by drawing him down into a kiss.

Her mouth was warm and firm against his, wiping away the ford, the riders, and each line he had tried. His hands hung uselessly by her armor. Damaris took one and set it at her waist.

The kiss reached his body before Trevor caught up. His soft lips parted. His narrow frame pressed toward Damaris. Pleasure ran through him. The female response carried his desire.

Fear tried to steal the moment. Trevor said no. A man could want a woman, enjoy the body that carried him, and stay a man; Damaris's respect gave him firmer ground than denial.

The link made her choice clear: no command, no debt, and no Rite leaking stray feelings between them.

She wanted Trevor as he was.

She wanted him. Damaris had read the soul map and used his pronouns; she honored the body and desired the whole clash.

A freely chosen kiss, an honored male identity, and no surrender or easy lie.

Before his weak knees could shame him, Damaris ended the kiss and said, “That was freely gave thanks.”

Trevor's lovely face burned hot enough to boil the whole river.

“This party has great morale,” Trevor managed.

Behind him, Petra made a pleased and most rude choking sound.

Naomi covered her warm smile with one slim hand.

Naomi's smile held no envy. Warm praise, her own desire, and a brief spark aimed at Damaris crossed the link, which Trevor filed under trained respect. Still gifted at missing the signs.

Close to Trevor's ear, Damaris said, “Next time, I will show you just how courtship works.”

Then Damaris walked off to lead the waiting refugees.

Standing steadily speechless in the ford with his mouth open.

Stepping around him, Petra said, “Your leader function has stopped.”

He said, “I am having a brief leadership cooldown.”

Pointing east, she said, “The safe path ends here, and none follows me farther.”

Then Petra vanished into the tall river reeds without a sound.

Three seconds later, her voice came back from the trees.

“Especially not the pretty angel with the quest marker over his head.”

Most importantly, Petra used his promptly. The shrine talk or facts gained through her stealth skill had taught her more than Trevor knew. Either way, she could tease the body without denying the man, which made her safer and far worse for his focus.


Chapter 14 — Exit Test

S

he left a trail meant to punish anyone smart enough to follow it.


The first false trail crossed thorns. It ended at a church patrol. The second led into waist-deep mud. The third doubled back to North Ford and stole Naomi's left glove.

Each trail held one honest sign among the traps. A heel mark pointed away from the patrol before the thorns hid it. Three dry stones crossed the mud beneath the false footprints. The yellow thread on Naomi's glove matched a thread caught on a branch to the south.

Petra was not just asking whether they could track her. She was testing whether they would learn her signs without stripping away each secret that made the route hers.

Beneath three false trails, one stolen glove and Petra's real question.

He found the glove hanging from a branch with a yellow thread tied around one finger.

Holding the glove, Trevor said, “She wants us to keep following this route.”

Checking the yellow thread, Damaris said, “She also wants to control just where we go.”

He replied, “We are in the same lobby with different plans.”

They had sent the refugees toward Three Bridges with two Old Bell novices and the saved church rider. Trevor, Damaris, and Naomi followed Petra south through alder woods. The ground climbed away from the river. His wrapped feet slid on wet leaves, and his hurt wing stayed bound against his back.

Sending the refugees ahead cost Trevor six potential witnesses. It also cost the easy Hope they might make by watching him fight. Keeping them near the party would have strengthened his resource loop and exposed wounded civilians to one more church patrol.

The build paid for an audience, but his route still had to know when people were safer offstage.

At each half mile, Naomi checked the wing tear and repaired one more strand of soul fiber.

“I have complete feeling in the hurt wing again,” he said.

“Getting all feeling back was the point of care,” Naomi said.

He said, “The complete feeling is now very bad.”

She replied, “That outcome is also part of the treatment.”

From a branch ahead, Petra dropped in Damaris's stolen spare boots.

He told Petra, “Those stolen boots appear to fit you nicely.”

Pointing at Damaris, Petra said, “They are an awful color, and the inquisitor should leave.”

Damaris's flail chain moved once around her wrist.

“You should ask for that more politely,” Damaris said.

“I am testing your angel leader instead of you,” Petra replied.

Facing Trevor without a grin, Petra said, “Each cage says the door opens, each owner says no one has tried the handle, so unlink her.”

She had found the real question beneath Preserve; a clear exit field proved only that Trevor had an unlink button. It did not prove he would press it when losing Damaris weakened his skills, removed her healing, and broke each combat plan.

He looked directly at Damaris and said, “The choice to test our exit is fully yours.”

“Unlink the link and let us prove it,” Damaris said.

Opening her voice sheet with care.

Gold script showed a healthy link. Exit stayed open at four yards. Breaking the link would end shared touch, Counterpoint, Choir skills, and angel-touched healing. It would cost no memory, class, or freedom. Only Damaris could open it again.

He selected unlink, and the gold line around Damaris's collarbone went dark as her presence vanished from his mind.

The loss struck with body force. One second, her presence reached him; the next, the woods held a tall armed woman whose heartbeat and intent belonged only to her.

Across one hundred yards, an absent heartbeat and no hidden leash.

He reached for the missing presence three times; Damaris had occupied no memory or identity field, yet the link had become a habit like his wings. Its absence left him off balance.

That scared him. A willing link could shape him without force, as the female body shaped motion through practice and pleasure; freedom meant choosing which changes continued.

At her dark collar line, Damaris said, “The disconnection feels clean.”

“Can you detect any pull toward him?” Petra asked.

“There is no pull left from the link,” Damaris said.

“Can he still issue a System order?” Petra asked.

He tried to open a binding field.

There was none.

“He has no binding field at all,” Damaris said.

Pointing west, Petra said, “Walk until I tell you to stop.”

Without resistance, Damaris walked west for ten yards, then twenty, and at last fifty.

His Choir showed distance and nothing else. No link stayed to stretch into a penalty, and leaving caused no damage.

At one hundred yards, Damaris passed between two alder trunks and vanished from the clearing.

Watching Trevor's face, Petra said, “Call your inquisitor back right now.”

He said, “The System gives me no way to call her.”

She said, “Then shout her name through the woods.”

He replied, “That would create a different kind of pressure.”

Petra said, “You clearly want the inquisitor to come back.”

He said, “Yes, I want Damaris beside me again.”

Firmly, Petra said, “Then prove your door opens even while you want it closed.”

He kept silent while Damaris continued beyond the trees.

Calling her name would not be a System command, but emotional pressure still counted. He wanted Damaris, her warm desire, and her flail guarding his hurt side.

Between desire and control, one open door and no command.

He let the desire exist without turning it into her obligation; white soul-net cords dropped suddenly from the surrounding branches.

The church patrol Petra had used for her first false trail surrounded them. Five death riders pulled soul-nets tight across the clearing. The cords passed through his wings and wrapped around his halo.

They carried no weight until touching a soul field. The line around his halo searched for an owner, found NULL, and tightened as if freedom were a defect.

The line through his wings searched the female body for a sanctioned angel mark. Finding none, red text named his flesh unauthorized vessel.

Through white feathers, red claim labels and Heaven's clean collar.

Firmly holding both distinctions in mind. The body belonged to him. His identity did not need to match its sex to make that claim complete.

At once, Naomi raised her green barrier against a rider's white hammer.

Inside the closing net, Petra swore, “Those riders were much farther north.”

“The patrol route has become rude and fast,” Trevor said.

The tightening soul-net yanked him fully off his feet.

She caught his wrist while Death Ward held his halo together against cords closing its broken gap. Quickly, Petra hit the nearest net line with Radiant Palm; however, the holy cord accepted her mark and tightened around her instead.

Ruefully, Petra said, “That was a very bad exploit choice.”

He said, “Then fix it before they take us.”

The masked leader from the shrine entered the clearing. Her mouthless helm bore a crack from Damaris's flail.

“Founder vessel,” she said through the metal. “Assume sanctioned claim and your unauthorized voices will be spared.”

The offer opened a Crown prompt. Taking it would refill his Resonance, mend his wing, list Damaris and Naomi as church wards, and place the Concord above his binding field.

Future refusal would become disobedience. Care came bundled with surrender and a clean white label.

He looked west into the empty trees; Damaris had left freely, and the door worked as promised.

“No owner gets right to define either of us,” he said.

The soul-net answered by closing hard around his throat.

With both bright palms on the cord, Petra changed what tight meant instead of its target.

The rewritten loop opened six precious inches around her.

Through the opening, Naomi shoved her mace and broke the net anchor.

He fell hard onto his hurt wing; the impact knocked each trace of air from him.

The masked leader raised her white sword for a killing stroke; Damaris's flail chain wrapped around the sword from behind.

She had come back without a link, a command, or any promise of power.

She had returned after hearing the masked leader's offer. Damaris knew Trevor could gain guard by placing Heaven above them, and still came close enough to be leverage.

A working exit, a clean return, and no owner between them.

Her choice proved the exit and return were real today, not that Trevor deserved either forever.

She pulled the leader off balance and drove one armored knee into her spine.

Dryly, Trevor said, “You took your time returning.”

Calmly, Damaris said, “I wanted our answer to be hard to doubt.”

Steadily, Damaris held out her free hand for his choice.
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He accepted, and her presence returned in a rush of anger, relief, desire, and fierce joy that he had not called after her.

One more feeling struck him: Damaris had feared he would call because she wanted to return. Trevor's silence had guarded a choice she needed to make cleanly.

Inside the restored link, anger, relief, desire, and chosen return.

Counterpoint opened cleanly within their restored, willing link.

She pulled the white sword low. Trevor used the trapped blade as a step, jumped, and struck the masked leader's cracked helm with both heels.

Her barrier pinned two riders against a tree. Petra changed the soul-net target from unauthorized voices to listed Concord combatants.

The left riders fled before their own cords captured them.

He did not order pursuit. Naomi kept the riders pinned until Petra set each net to release, then Damaris took their weapons and death seals. The party won proof, breathing room, and a route east without turning a freedom test into a massacre.

Watching the retreat, Petra said, “That patrol ruined my carefully guarded route.”

He said, “You can still leave our party when you want.”

But she said, “You really would let me leave without punishment.”

He said, “Yes, because you have never belonged to me.”

Petra said, “That is an awful way for desperate founders to recruit.”

He replied, “The same technique has now worked on two people.”

Glancing at Damaris and Naomi, Petra said, “Only because those women are sentimental; I am very costly.”

He said, “You fought a ford demon, rewrote a soul-net, guarded a hidden route, and stayed for the exit test, so call the price whatever you want.”

Her grin returned; still, the praise landed. She wanted Trevor to see her freedom more than she wanted him to beg.

She knelt beside Trevor and unwrapped his wing. Fresh blood had soaked the clean bandage again. She healed him in silence until the black soul-fiber wound closed, then kissed his brow without warning.

He went still beneath her unexpected mouth.

Her soft lips stayed against his skin for one warm second.

A gentler kiss than Damaris's. No less deliberate. Naomi honored his identity. She still enjoyed kissing a face the world called feminine. Trevor softened toward her touch, breath catching.

Above his eyes, one gentle kiss and one more promise aimed lower.

He failed to produce a joke quickly enough to hide the response.

“You managed to be a very good patient,” Naomi said.

He replied, “You recently said I did not know how to receive care.”

Looking at his mouth, Naomi said, “You are learning quickly, and when you stop bleeding, I intend to aim lower.”

She meant to kiss his mouth. Warm anticipation spread below his ribs.

Fear came back with less power. Naomi had touched body, memory, pain, and soul fiber without changing his male identity. Pleasure proved what his body enjoyed, not who he was.

Within a female body's pleasure, Trevor himself and no conversion.

He tried to recover his usual verbal footing.

“The current level of healer aggro seems very high,” Trevor said.

Smiling, Naomi said, “That sentence means fully nothing.”

He replied, “It meant much more before you looked at me that way.”

Beside them, Petra crouched and said, “I know a handy bard who can teach you how women work.”

“I know just how women work,” Trevor said.

All three women turned skeptical expressions upon him at once.

After reconsidering, Trevor said, “I know a few key menus involving women.”

Then Petra stood. “The bard is Adina Kroll. Concord caught her reading a founder wall under the old toll house, and if she is alive, she knows why your binding field is empty.”

“Where did the Concord take this bard?” Damaris asked.

Toward the east, Petra pointed where smoke rose above an abandoned toll road.

Ahead through smoke, one captive bard and three miles of trouble.

“The toll house is three miles away, and if we hurry, I can steal my own boots before Adina does,” Petra said.

She walked east without a promise to join. He let her keep the unclear distance between guide, thief, and possible third voice.

She had asked him to prove a door stayed open while he wanted it closed. Following her without closing each term was the same lesson in one more shape.


Chapter 15 — Three Ways Through a Locked Door

A

t dawn, the weathered toll house gave three entrances. Each visible entrance made Petra more suspicious.


A red Concord seal glowed above two riders and a stone hound at the front gate. A broken bridge crossed the bare roof above them. Frigid green water flowed below the east wall through bars too tight for Trevor but wide enough for a raker.

She hid one unseen route on her private map beneath three warded doors.

She lay beside him on a mossy bank and named each miserable route in turn. “Death, exhibition, or sewer.”

Carefully studying the toll house through Halo Sight. Across the gate, roof, culvert, windows, and outer wall, golden ward lines crawled without leaving a clear gap. Then he tapped the front gate and said, “You forgot the option where we purchase lawful admission.”

The front ward marked Damaris as a barred inquisitor and Naomi as condemned. Before either woman stepped within reach, the jail alarm would sound. Overhead, the roof ward tracked flying souls down to each feather in his wings. Along the drain, a cruel flesh-count seal waited to crush anyone whose body failed to match a toll clerk.

Each door read names and let Concord decide that a soul had no right to stand beyond it.

She crouched behind them using one hand on her heavy mace. “The lawful price is a soul search; Adina would not remain herself then.”

Along the north wall, she tracked the walking patrol. “The front gate gives me room to use the flail.”

He eyed the broken bridge. “The roof gives me room to fall—strong record there.”

She rolled onto her back and admired his blue sash, fitted wrap top, and damp blonde hair. Her playful smile sharpened. “You would make the fall memorable.”

His founder body warmed at her desire. Even so, he no longer met each response as a crisis. Petra wanted the pretty angel, honored the man inside, and liked making him squirm.

He pointed at the drainage arch. “The sewer has the lowest chance of public nudity.”

Her dark gaze stayed on his face. Quietly, Naomi replied, “Incorrect; water defeated your last sash.”

Behind her fist, Damaris coughed.

He opened his map and found the seized-goods room above Adina's cell by the south wall. Nearby, a clerk guarded the live death seal. And it could free the refugees to enter Three Bridges. Perhaps she knew why Heaven wanted an unowned male soul in a founder body dead.

Trevor asked Petra, “Which route do you trust?”

She said without looking at him, “I trust the entrance that belongs to me.”

He smiled and asked, “Would you care to provide any handy details?”

She counted on bright fingers and said, “My route avoids the front, roof, sewer, guards, hound—and your need to supervise me.”

He followed her list and said, “That final feature sounds unrelated to entering the toll house.”

“That final feature is the base of my plan.”

Then Petra rose and walked away from all three clear entrances.

He circled the bank with her until alder trunks hid the toll house, then Petra pressed one bright palm to a plain stretch of dirt road and opened a hidden panel.

The Monastery Courier Route combined Step Between and Empty Hand Seal without using a physical door. It could carry one linked formation while the destination stayed unseen by Crown authority, but a founder's gaze counted as Crown observation.

Cautiously, Trevor leaned toward the opening. “You found a fourth entrance with no body doorway.”

She folded her arms. “There are always more doors than a jailer lists. I can lead a line through, but your Crown must not see where I set my feet.”

At the Choir pane, he found Petra's Closed soul blocking even a brief link. “You need a full Rite.”

Purposely, she raised one finger. “Make the link revocable, with no place order, controlling power, or memory access; I choose what you receive through my senses.”

He added, “Your exit stays enabled under each condition.”

For a long beat, she narrowed her golden eyes. “That exit clause should have been obvious.”

He met her stare. “It turns safely obvious after we place it in the panel.”

Her grin returned as they wrote the terms. Behind Trevor, Damaris and Naomi read over his shoulders. Preserve would drain all forty-two Resonance and fill the third Choir slot, but memory and autonomy stayed whole. Petra controlled her place and senses; the Rite granted no controlling power, left exit enabled, and let only her reconnect.

She read it twice, barred chase marks after exit, and pressed her lit palm to his.

Damaris gave a crisis rule if Petra passed out, but she said no. Afterward, Naomi suggested a ten-minute link Petra could open without revealing her place. Petra renamed it requested care link, then agreed.

They shaped a voluntary link through slower talks, one Petra might use because no one could make her keep it.

She touched the exit line and said, “I consent to just those written terms. If you add one word, I leave through a route you never find.”

He gave his palm and said, “If I add one word, you may take my boots as well.”

Petra pressed her palm to his. “Your pretty little boots are much too small.”

Gold light flowed across their palms. Without opening one memory, she joined the Choir. It bound her alive without exposing where she stood or what she planned.

Inside it, she heard no one command her, felt no one own her, and let him recall nothing.

Three distinct women stayed beside his thoughts. Damaris burned and judged, Naomi hurt and guarded; meanwhile, Petra showed that she lived before hiding even that.

Feeling the Choir change around him. Like a room, it opened three doors he had promised never to lock.

Beside three distinct women, he stayed himself without forming a shared mind.

His body still contradicted him: soft chest, long hair, male self firm at the core. The link changed what he could reach, not the man who reached.

Then she vanished through the hidden monastery route.

The courier panel stayed open under his hand. One order told him how to follow.

Close your eyes and follow the pressure.

Trevor kept his eyes on the order and said, “I now hate each part of this rule.”

The inquisitor set one gauntlet on his shoulder. “That reaction confirms the rule belongs to Petra.”

He shut his eyes while Naomi took his left hand. In the dark, a force he could not see touched the center of his chest before moving through a path with no road.

Closely following the pressure without opening his eyes.

The woods vanished without wind or light. Beneath his wrapped feet, stone replaced soft earth. A locked room smelled of ink, lamp oil, and old wool, but he kept his eyes shut until Petra tapped twice under his halo.

They moved through unseen space with closed eyes and denied the Crown its observation.

She whispered, “You may open your eyes; the room is safe.”

They stood among dusty bags, scarred weapons, stolen letters, and muddy boots; Petra had led them along a path Trevor could use only when he chose not to see.

He loved each filthy part of Petra's exploit. Happily, he laughed and said, “That is foul—you made my own Crown fail its sight check by giving me less power.”

Petra blew him a slow kiss across the cramped room. “You praised the clever part before my legs; we may keep you.”

He warmed at the kiss though no mouth touched him; he kept enough fight sense to check the shelves before Petra could savor his blush.

The inquisitor found the death seal in a white case. The next shelf yielded Adina's black coat, a broken string tool, and six books to Naomi, each with its foot cut away.

The shrill room alarm woke as Damaris raised it; at once, iron shades dropped over both narrow windows. Two brass roof tubes spoke a clerk's verse against Trevor's halo, sorting each soul as owner, guard, goods, captive, or banned stock.

She claimed rank with the stolen seal while Naomi shielded the hurt books; Petra vanished before the verse found her. Under the verse, Trevor said unowned founder, and the hostile ward judged him worth a cage.

Then vicious red light filled the door frame as the hound lunged through the solid wall instead of the hall. Its hard muzzle opened around a brilliant white core while both guards yelled outside.

He stepped between it and his friends before Draw Fire could form, and his clear block woke the new skill without speech. The beast struck his crossed wings and drove him into the shelves.

Wing Guard II spread around Naomi without dragging her to cover, and a golden arc rose only when she chose to step in. White fire split across his bright wings while she shielded the death rolls.

Its ward let Damaris command, failed to find Petra, treated Naomi as shielded goods, and marked Trevor as the live breach. Each bad rule strengthened how he held the line.

Four bad ward rules fed one much stronger tank line.

She struck the ward instead of the hound. Her Radiant Palm entered the red door seal and changed seized persons to named records staff. Naomi wrapped Death Ward around his wing joints. Damaris used the death seal as a false badge and sent the guards outside to check the roof.

At once, three autonomous plans unfolded while he held the beast in their center.

Four plans split around it while hungry magic waited.

The white core burned through his outer feathers. Yet Wing Guard caught the heat and split it across Health and Stamina; he sank his weight and turned its head toward the red frame. With one hard shove, he exposed the mark on its right.

She struck the exposed mark with both glowing palms, then she listed it as goods and let the toll house swallow it.

It could no longer threaten Trevor's wounded left from inside one white case.

Stone folded with a harsh howl. Into an empty white case, the shrinking beast fell. Quickly, Petra shut the lid before the System could change its mind.

Trapped inside the shut case, it made Petra grin.

Next, the roof verse tried to seize Petra. Instead, she slid the case onto the clerk's shelf, stamped its tag with the death seal, and named the toll-house ward as keeper. Then the verse traced the chain and seized its own hymn tubes.

The brass cylinders tore free from the ceiling and landed together in a padded drawer.

Two brass hymn tubes filled one soft drawer and sang no choir.

He stared at the closed drawer and said, “That may be the filthiest rules interaction I have ever seen.”

She blew him a kiss while her wet yellow coat clung to each curve that could steal his eyes, but he had praised the trick first.

Suddenly, blue light covered his sight.
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Blue script named Petra the third voice. Under the new bond, her memory and autonomy stayed whole, with no owner and an enabled exit. To evolve as a Dawn Hand, she would need to carry chosen Hope beyond Choir Reach.

She read her exit line first and the class preview second, then said, “Each listed outcome is acceptable.”

Trevor nodded toward the hidden route and said, “Your route and exploit were both great.”

Petra slid Damaris's spare boots under one arm, picked up the box, and said, “I now know that. Your reward is that I have not left yet.”

The party reached the cell hall before the roof guards exposed Damaris's stolen rank. Inside, each barred door stood open. A cut chain lay by the last cell beside a delicate lock picked into neat bits.

Adina Kroll had already escaped her cell without waiting for rescue; the escaped bard had broken the binding field beyond the final cell.

She had freed the stonework with a spoon; meanwhile, a strip of wire had turned the lock and a hymn too low for men to hear had broken the ward that counted captives. The other cells stood open because she had freed all before working on the wall.

She stood barefoot by the founder wall, tall and slim in a plain gray shift. Her long black braids fell over one graceful shoulder and framed gold-flecked eyes that tracked forbidden code hidden beneath the church hymns. One slender finger pressed a word the church had almost cut away.

OWNER

Then Adina looked from Trevor's halo to the three women near him and the open pane under her hand.

Her gaze paused on his soft, fair face and the male line clear in his full sheet, and her desire sharpened instead of fading. Adina had spent years proving that a fair mask could hide fields made to change, while Trevor bore a clash the System logged but could not solve. She smiled and said, “Good—an unowned founder who truly knows how to scroll. I was beginning to think I had escaped for nothing.”


Chapter 16 — Scroll Down

A

fter escaping, Adina Kroll opened every other cell but would not leave until she ended the hidden footnotes. And the twenty-four-year-old had light-peach white skin and wore her long black microbraids tied away from dark eyes flecked with gold.


“The Concord raid will reach this hall within four minutes,” Damaris warned.

At the founder wall, Adina traced one gold line beneath the cut word OWNER. “Then the raid should walk quietly while I finish reading,” she said.

Nearby, three freed people waited. They had armed themselves with whatever the jail gave; she sent all else outside, but these three stayed with the woman who freed them. One swung a heavy clerk's hammer, one more carried a splintered chair leg; the last sheltered her precious books beneath a ragged coat.

“You planned the whole escape before opening your own lock,” Trevor said.

“I opened mine first because the hall latch was on this side,” Adina said. Then she pointed to the neat parts on the floor and added, “I opened theirs because a claim about freedom should work for other people.”

Nearby, Petra smiled at that. Firmly, Damaris kept the flail raised, but her stern look softened by a degree.

Her low voice doubled; the founder wall glowed. A plain gray shift bared her long arms and graceful shoulders while glossy black braids reached her waist. She stood a head above him and treated the shrill jail alarm like a bored clerk treated rain on glass.

He promptly liked her bold aims and dry nerve.

His eager founder body agreed so hard that he checked the hall instead of her long legs. Pleasure scared him less when he knew its cause, but four hot women could turn close study into a full-time job.

“Show me the section hidden beneath the approved frame,” he said.

She glanced at his male line, then met his eyes without changing either the body or his word. “You now know just how to find it,” Adina said.

Three large choices glowed above the cut: REGISTER WITH HEAVEN, SUBMIT FOR FIX, and SEAL BANNED CHOIR. Each gleamed white and gold while promising gentle care. The false pane ended at his narrow waist.

“Church schools copy only this portion,” Adina explained. Then she tapped the bright frame and added, “Students learn that each founder choice returns to Heaven because no other option appears.”

At the cut edge of one notebook, Naomi ran a careful finger. “They removed your lower margins,” she said.

“They cut those margins away each time, so I wrote the key truths at the top and filled the bottom with hymn notes,” Adina replied.

“Why did the Concord jail you instead of changing your mind?” Trevor asked.

She said, “The ward could not find which thought held the belief. I found it again in each hymn they left.”

A soul scribe could erase an answer, but her sound method built it once more; he honored that stubborn kind of study.

With two fingers, he reached beneath the false lower edge and scrolled down.

Quickly, the wall fought back. A false hymn told his hand that no lower text lay there. Meanwhile, the split halo tugged up and tried to snap the pane into its church frame. He held two fingers on the sharp edge and dragged them down once more.

Next, hidden text flooded the floor. Blue script showed memory, autonomy, and consent. It also showed exit, controlling rank, and owner; approved users saw themselves ranked, true, and ready. Owners saw all that stayed hidden. An unowned founder could reveal it freely; a final white warning claimed that exposing an owner threatened sacred law.

At the last line, Petra crouched. “Anything that shakes church law has great market value.”

Carefully reading the list in grim silence. While linked, Damaris's rage struck like hard gold. The church had split those truths and hid how they differed.

He had to choose before the pane closed; he could hide the fields, tune each new Rite, and gauge how hard it pressed a target. His linked women would see only brief notes unless he opened everything.

Clearly, keeping full access felt safe. A foe could not steal what the women never learned, and he could use each edge without pausing while they judged each grim number.

That would let him judge alone. He could call eighty Autonomy sound, dismiss wiped minds as safe, or deny how an order forced them; each woman would rely on the man who gained when they linked.

He trusted his aims; he did not trust a build that made him stay flawless forever.

That smelled far too much like rigid church doctrine; he opened a shared panel for Damaris, Naomi, and Petra.

At first, Petra's private wall blocked it until she chose to accept. Damaris and Naomi got the full text at once, then Petra opened one thin link and read each word without showing Trevor where she stood. Once shared, each woman could see, copy, and share each field. He could never take back what she learned; blue text asked him to confirm forever.

He said, “If we confirm, I cannot take it back.” Then he met each woman's eyes and added, “You can copy the fields, tell the world, and use them against me if my acts betray my claims.”

She faced the dark founder wall and said, “Confirm my lasting access.”

She touched the death memories stored in her prayer beads and said, “Confirm my access as well.”

For ten heartbeats, Petra stayed silent and proved her answer was not automatic. She said, “Add Adina after she reads each term without a link.”

The bard's gold-flecked eyes moved to her. “You learn quickly.”

Petra replied, “I steal the finest lessons from good teachers.”

He added Adina and set each term on the wall. Carefully, she checked the right to copy and share, the lock against recall, and the lack of any demand to join his Choir.

She said, “Confirm my lasting access under those terms.”

He confirmed the four-person share and kept no power to revoke it.

Suddenly, blackness climbed from floor to ceiling.

Loudly, each cell door slammed as red hymn code poured down the hall; an iron collar spread from the roof above Adina, and Damaris struck it aside. Three more opened over Trevor, Naomi, and the place where the ward guessed Petra stood. Red text called the act banned. It ordered the source wiped, witnesses split up, Crown command set, and only handy minds kept; the Concord claimed the right to enforce it.

Over him, the first collar dropped. Wing Guard II spread across his slender shoulders, and he widened the arc for Adina after she chose the golden cover mark at her feet. Cold iron struck luminous white feathers, split its force, and caught between the strong outer joints.

Beneath the blow, it commanded: present female, accept angel, submit male-source irregularity for fix. It made the two clashing facts foes, as if Trevor could own the lovely body only by giving up the man within it.

He braced both bare feet and refused the corrupt premise. “Female body. Male soul. My property on both lines.”

It found no valid target. His full sheet judged the clash stable, not corrupt.

Beside him, Naomi placed Death Ward on the witnesses, not the wall. Damaris marked the collar hinges, changing them from holy bonds to foe weapons. Petra let her guessed collar close on bare air, then landed on top and drove Radiant Palm through the censor line.

Under their blows, Adina sang one exact word.

She sang, “Repeat each hidden order in the source verse.”

The command did not aim at a soul; it struck the ward's own source verse. Each hidden order spoke aloud. One admitted that handy memory meant whatever helped a listed owner control more.

He trapped the first collar under both wings and pulled. Petra changed its brief target from witness to countermeasure. The iron ring snapped around the golden censor code and tore it from the wall like a chain around a raker.

Nearby, Naomi opened a thin ward path for the freed captives. Across the hall, Damaris marked each falling collar in the order it would land; meanwhile, Adina's looped hymn made each hidden target speak aloud. The captive with the clerk's hammer broke the first hinge; the one with the chair leg shoved a second collar under his bright cover arc. The book guard waited until the path cleared, then led all three toward the side door.

The party guarded them without making them helpless. Each prisoner used months of toll-house knowledge to help the escape.

Black stone peeled away and exposed an older founder record with no church translation layer.

Abruptly, Adina switched from the common hymn to a clipped dead tongue. Gold letters changed beneath her low voice.
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Briefly, the hall fell quiet except for ward chains scraping across stone.

She read the grim list field by field. Heaven built full angels by changing souls. It bound partial voices to work without giving them wings or halos. At Autonomy 40, they chose freely until the Crown ordered them. Memory Integrity 86 left enough past to resemble the same soul.

The numbers made control look like the self.

Carefully reading the last two lines again. The call had killed him and dragged his whole soul into the founder body before Heaven closed its claim seal. He stayed unowned because the rite failed at the right time.

Being male was not a flaw. It proved his soul had arrived whole before Heaven could remake it to fit the body and Crown.

At her own collar line, Damaris touched the tender skin. She said, “Each angel they sent after me had forty Autonomy or less.”

Naomi said, “Each one treated control as final proof of holiness.”

She pointed at the memory default. “Fourteen percent gone before the first command. Enough to lose the doubts that make the order look wrong.”

Petra copied the list into one of Adina's saved books. Then she asked, “How many people die when this reaches the church schools?”

She replied, “Fewer people than if it stays hidden.” Then she added, “The number will not be zero.”

He chose to keep each hidden field in sight. Blue script fixed memory, autonomy, consent, exit, controlling rank, and owner where he could see them. Each woman kept her own copy beyond his recall.

From beside him, she watched the last choice settle in his halo. She said, “You gave away facts that could break your rule before you asked if any of us would stay.”

He said, “Any power that needs hidden numbers should be smashed.”

Her desire warmed through a blunt hungry stare. She said, “You scrolled past the pretty lie.”

He smiled and said, “I have some skill with pretty things that cause grave trouble.”

He meant the line for the polished panel; all four women looked at his delicate face and pretty body instead.

Under their focus, heat climbed Trevor's neck. He said, “I meant the System panel instead of myself.”

Damaris said, “Of course you meant the System panel.”

The outer door burst inward before the party could enjoy him further. White riders filled the loot room, a church hound unfolded from its box; rakers climbed through the drain behind them.

One brass wire, one bard, one more chosen risk.

At once, Adina drew brass wire, wound it around one hand, and asked for the Rite; each clear term could bear the cost while they fought.


Chapter 17 — Four Voices, Three Slots

A

t once, the low toll house struck through its iron front gate, narrow drain arch, slate roof bridge, and one sealed proof box Petra had failed to sit on.


Beside her, the stone hound unfolded with its mouth open. And she struck its white core before its paws reached the floor, but a seizure tag wrapped her wrist and called her stolen goods. Two rakers climbed through the grate behind Naomi. White-clad riders crossed the outer room while a roof cantor rebuilt the censor hymn Adina had torn from the wall.

Instantly, he saw four threats break against just three women he could hear clearly.

He asked, “Adina, how long can you hold back that hymn without a link?”

She unwound the brass tool cord with quick fingers. “Six breaths if the cantor is plain. Three if she came to my lectures.”

Above them, the cantor changed one sharp note.

She grimaced at the precise fix. “That woman took great notes in my class.”

Purposely opening Wing Guard II across Naomi's spot. The bright guard arc formed at her feet, and she stepped inside while guiding the two freed captives still in the hall. She needed no order to move toward Petra, catch the hound's stone jaw in her flail chain, and pull its white core from the seizure mark.

She sealed the scared captives behind a green ward. Then Petra slipped through the hound's cold shade into the outer room. She changed stolen property to cleared courier, then struck the high roof ward from within.

Three split plans now filled each safe corner of the cramped toll house.

At the founder wall, Adina read the full Choir Rite while the counter-hymn fell toward her. Blue script found her guarded, with memory and autonomy whole, but warned that a fourth full voice would exceed Trevor's three-slot Crown until Level 10. All four women would remain free. None would obey by default; meanwhile, he suffered sharp Crown strain and greater Dissonance exposure.

She said, “Continue scrolling through each hidden clause.”

He scrolled through the first clause; the Rite showed what Preserve cost and which memories he could touch. It showed who could command, how a woman exited, who claimed ownership, what stayed private, and how excess would hurt, yet Adina tested each line. Could she sleep, challenge an owner, resist range, overcome System blocks, or survive his death?

Each gentle-sounding clause had failed someone in her battered books. One Church bard kept her memories but lost the right to speak of them. One more stayed free outside controlling range, then learned Heaven called the whole realm controlling range; a third could exit only if the one she fled allowed it.

Years of bitter study had taught her to doubt a kind heading until the last term proved it meant the same thing.

She asked, “If you die, does the Choir close or transfer to your listed owner?”

He replied, “My current binding field contains none.”

She said flatly, “That describes your current field, not the death rule.”

He scrolled lower with one thumb.

Beneath the blank margin, the founder-death rule waited. If an unowned Crown bearer died, each willing voice could exit at once with memory and class intact. Anyone who stayed linked would sleep free, and no one could transfer her without fresh consent.

She copied the full text into her book. “That death rule works, so show me the next clause.”

Above her, the roof hymn reached its second verse. White code passed through the ceiling; it wrapped around her neat microbraids and tried to brand each banned question as Church rot.

He wanted to confirm, gain the fourth role, and solve the fight before the cantor ended. Adina made him keep scrolling while delay could still cost them.

The whole party guarded her chosen wait without being ordered.

Behind his eyes, the Crown strained harder. Body instinct demanded speed, and the red crisis panel kept marking SOUL-BROKEN ENTRY as a faster path. Adina would gain power, the party might live; he could repair memory later.

He shut it again and again. Consent that vanished under a clock was not consent. It was a trap waiting for the caller to lose patience.

Below Adina, Damaris freed the hound, let it charge, and drove its heavy weight into two riders. Quickly, Naomi split her ward into thin green panes. They shielded captives without blocking Petra's view. Then Petra crossed white shields through the outer room and changed the roof ward from barred to fire exit.

None waited for Trevor to grant them a handy role.

He stayed the center because each plan used a promise he had kept. First, Damaris could refuse. And Naomi could keep pain and memory. Meanwhile, Petra could hide her route, and Adina could finish reading before she chose.

Above them, the Church cantor began the third verse.

Carefully reaching the Rite's final hidden clause. First, Adina would remember everything and choose freely. She could see who claimed her, keep private copies, demand the whole truth, exit at once, and guard what she knew about foes. In return, Trevor would bear the Crown strain and add no hidden term. He could never chase her after exit or edit her memory or identity. Both had to confirm.

He confirmed each cost and hard limit on his side.

She read the whole panel aloud, warnings and all, then she pressed her warm palm to the middle of his chest. The height gap put his face below hers. Her dark eyes studied the lovely female body without mistaking it for the man inside.

She said, “Your identity stays male under each written clause.”

“My male identity is never negotiable,” he said.

She continued carefully, “Your female angel body will keep changing around who you are.”

He said, “That physical change is also true.”

She said quietly, “You fear the second fact may one day corrupt the first.”

He glanced at the counter-hymn tightening around her hair. “I fear many things on a schedule.”

Her gold-flecked eyes warmed. “Keep the fear. It may spot what pride hides.”

He asked, “You are seriously asking me to preserve a debuff?”

She kept her palm over his heart. “I am asking you to keep handy proof,” she replied. “You like my touch physically. That tells us what your nerves want. Your worry tells us what you believe. Neither truth erases the other.”

Warmth spread through his softened chest and lower. His nerves answered her low voice as eagerly as her face, yet he kept the joy, kept the fear, and confirmed nothing until Adina chose.

Adina confirmed each shown term of the Rite.

Green-gold light joined them. Her soul opened without losing one memory; her layered voice entered the Choir apart from Damaris's judgment, Naomi's pain, and Petra's swift silence.

The fourth woman strained his narrow Crown as soon as he heard her.

The excess did not place Adina neatly by the rest. His narrow Crown laid her voice over Naomi's, shoved Petra's silence into Damaris's anger, and flooded him with all four women's senses. His shaking hands fought four practiced rhythms at once: balance a flail, bear grave pain, step like a monk, and breathe like a bard.

For one hard second, Trevor lost track of which stance was his. He recovered. He planted his wrapped feet in Damaris's tank spot, folded his own wings, and named each woman before himself.

Damaris. Naomi. Petra. Adina. Trevor Dwyer. Male. He and him. Founder body under his control.

Pressure closed around his broken halo. His sight doubled as each white feather stood on end and hot blood ran from his nose across lips made too soft by the strain. Instinct tried to ease the pressure by forcing all four women to obey as one.

He refused the Crown's bid to flatten four different women.

He ordered through clenched teeth, “Keep each linked voice split.”

Under the strain, Crown pressure grew while four free voices stayed four distinct people. Blue script named Adina as the fourth to speak. At Level 8, she stayed a Canticle Bard and recalled everything clearly; she chose freely, answered to no one, could exit at once, and granted him no power to command. Four women strained three narrow slots by twenty-two percent and exposed him to stronger Dissonance.

She faced the white hymn across the outer room and sang the banned fourth verse.

Her deep voice entered his cracked halo. It crossed Naomi's Death Ward, caught Damaris's Judgment Brand, and followed Petra's hot fire route to the roof; each skill stayed distinct, but together they let Adina answer without him giving one note.

She sang, “An owner may issue commands. Holiness alone does not make anyone an owner.”

Above them, the roof cantor answered with Church code. “Any angel without Heaven is just a demon wearing light.”

He stepped into the outer room and used Draw Fire through a clear block. The left riders and rakers turned toward his pale body, open gold halo, and bloody mouth. He spread both wings and stretched Wing Guard across the crowded hall behind him.

He said, “Then your demon is tanking. Please hold complaints until after the pull.”

Next, Damaris marked the rider captain's bright sword to his left. Meanwhile, Naomi warded his strained Crown instead of numbing it. Above them, Petra emerged behind the cantor and changed the hymn's target from unowned angel to listed owner.

She looped the revised verse promptly.

The censor hymn struck its own Crown Office power.

Each white rider stopped for one breath as hidden binding fields opened above their helms. No Memory Integrity score topped ninety; no Autonomy score topped forty-eight.

One young rider tore off her helm and stared at the numbers. She was nineteen or twenty, with a shaved dark head and a narrow scar beneath one eye. The rigid rank above her named an absent officer, yet white code still gripped her sword hand when she tried to lower it.

Quickly, Naomi set a thin Death Ward around that trapped hand, then Damaris struck the bright sword flat. Next, Petra broke the rigid rank mark for one breath. At last, Adina looped the rider's attempted refusal until the System accepted it as her own choice.

The bright sword fell. The young rider stayed on her feet; she shook with fear and rage, but kept one hard choice the Crown had failed to crush.

The gray hound's binding field named the toll clerk, who had fled through the hidden north gate.

She rewrote the seizure tag around the hound's small white core with a quick counterclaim and the clerk's name. The gray beast turned, crossed the yard, and chased its legal owner down Crown Road.

Then Petra called, “The hidden fire route is clear.”

At once, Naomi opened the ward and led the captives through the fire exit. Meanwhile, Damaris held the yard without killing riders who dropped their swords after seeing the numbers. At the wall, Adina copied each open field while she kept up the counter-hymn.

Trevor intercepted each attack that still reached the party.

Around him, black rakers aimed at bare souls and white riders at banned angels. The hard counter-hymn found hidden owners; meanwhile, the Crown strained each weak joint in his cracked halo. He held their crossing point because Draw Fire made each threat choose him first.

His small frame chose look suicidal. White feathers bent under heavy hammers, while pale skin showed through a fresh tear in the wrap top. Blood brightened the corner of his soft mouth. His lovely appearance made allies want to protect him. However, it made foes commit too far and bare their open flanks to four women acting on split timing.

A raker hook struck his ribs, a white hammer hit his wing, and each split party move drove pressure behind his eyes. One command chain would ease the pain and ruin the line winning the fight.

He kept all four voices split until the last prisoner reached the road.

The left rider captain charged Adina from behind with her sword raised.

He intercepted without speech. Wing Guard II caught the white sword on his outer feathers. It widened across Adina after she chose cover and held long enough for Damaris to wrap the attacker's wrist. Meanwhile, Naomi sealed the raw cut along his ribs. And Petra struck the captain's binding field and disabled command priority for one second.

Then Adina used that stolen second to sing, “Choose for yourself right now.”

The captain saw her own Autonomy number; she released the sword and stepped away from the cold Crown Office command.

Blue light filled the courtyard.

SYSTEM // Hope acquired. No mind control, no worship tricks, no tacky bullshit.
READOUT // Toll-house counterattack survived
VITALS // HP 92/164 — ready | MP 129/200 — ready
Direct-danger XP: +350.
Other earned XP: +150.
Cumulative XP now totals 2,600.
Update: Level up — 8 -> 9.
You still have +3 attribute points.
You may allocate them now.
You now strike at 8 (+1).
You now resist at 16 (+1).
You now move gracefully at 18 (+1).
Unlocked: Use refinement.
Update: Open arms I — informed clause test.
Full preserve rite may remain valid under immediate danger.
Condition: valid only when every material clause is read and independently confirmed.
Active voices: 4/3 — temporary overcapacity remains.
Body adaptation: 47%.
Fourth voice: Adina Kroll — canticle bard 8.
Memory: 100 | autonomy at 100 | owner: none | exit: enabled | command: none.
Crown strain: 22% / dissonance exposure: increased.


Four tired women stood around him after the blue light faded. Damaris held the front road with her heavy flail; Naomi treated the Crown strain without hiding it. Petra mapped three safe exits beyond Choir Reach, while Adina copied the countermeasure into plain books the church could not censor again.

Their paths pointed inward not from any claim, but because his route left each one room to matter.

“You are the center holding all of us together,” Damaris said, giving the line its plainest name first.

Looking closely at the four linked sheets. “I am the overloaded gear failure in the center.”

“That description is also true,” Naomi said as she touched the broken halo with two careful fingers. “But each one of us made a plan around a promise you kept.”

Although Petra stood close enough to take the blood-stained cloth from his hand, she stayed beyond his place sense. “A center is not a cage if the routes still lead out.”

Carefully, Adina wrote that sentence beneath the copied claim list. “The line deserves both a proper test and a name.”

In old game parties, he had called each move. This party followed because he guarded room to disagree, hide, preserve, question, and still combine. A center without an owner was harder to build than command, which made it worth chasing.

Across the proof desk, Adina spread a creased toll-house threat map. Beyond the toll house, the rakers from Old Bell had not scattered at random. Black lines converged on Three Bridges, where a wide crack pulsed beneath the eastern mill. Blue script traced the breach from Old Bell toward 1,846 people. The old wall would likely fail in eighteen hours, then bare those souls three hours later. A Choir Eater waited beneath it.

Using one hand, he wiped blood from his mouth. Trevor's small founder form still looked delicate enough that the freed captives regarded him with protective alarm, even after he had held a hall against armored riders and raw demons.

He could use that reaction. He could enjoy the women beside him; he could fear what adaptation did without letting fear choose his route.

“Three Bridges,” he said. “We have a town to tank.”


Chapter 18 — Camp Without a Vote

A

t their first full party meeting, Petra said no to attend.


The monk sat beyond the firelight against an alder tree. Within earshot, she stayed far enough away to hide her place. And the inquisitor cleaned her holy flail beside the road. Nearby, Naomi wound green healer's thread around both wrists; meanwhile, Adina fixed her tool with a toll-house hymn tube and cell wire.

Yet no one had chosen Trevor as leader; still, each woman took a place around him.

The party left the toll house before sunset. Two miles west of Three Bridges, they camped. An empty old wooden shed once used for charcoal gave them a roof, one sound wall, and enough black dust to ruin all his white clothes. Through all of it, his short wrap top survived. The ragged borrowed trousers lost to the church hound, river, and Petra's amused look at the torn seat.

At the shed wall, Damaris handed him a dark blanket and said, “Wear this while I repair them.”

Quickly, he wrapped it around his waist, held the edge against his chest, and said, “This party spends a suspicious amount of valuable time removing my pants.”

From somewhere left of the tree, Petra said, “You keep losing each key fight against plain knots.”

“I consistently beat the much larger demons,” he said.

Dryly, Petra replied, “The plain knots remain fully undefeated.”

Quietly, the healer laughed into the black prayer beads around her wrist. Meanwhile, the bard wrote down the exchange until Trevor leaned over and read the line upside down.

“Why are you recording my clothing problems?” he asked.

She said, “Future doctrine needs sound first-hand proof.”

“Delete that entire future doctrine promptly,” he said.

At once, she covered the page. “My first hard limit is burning unique knowledge.”

The humor left without killing the warmth as he turned to wounds, gear, roles, and the excess problem. Adina had opened the key subject first.

He said, “Fine, we start with hard limits. Name one order each of you will refuse, even if I think the fight makes it fair. We put the limits in the party sheet, and the System does not get to call them disobedience later.”

Across the fire, she looked up from the hurt trousers. “You should state your refusal first.”

“I am the person who called this meeting,” Trevor said.

Calmly, Damaris replied, “Calling the meeting does not grant you power.”

For once, Trevor had no answer that would not prove her point. First, he considered the limit, then he considered promises never to make a mistake, cause pain, or use power selfishly. All three would sound holy and fail under the first hard choice.

“I refuse any win that needs making one of you less able to refuse me,” he said. “If the plan needs memory cuts, identity edits, hidden cost, or control installed before you agree, we find one more plan or lose as ourselves.”

The broken gold halo brightened above him without spending a point of Hope.

At last, she tied off one trouser seam. “I refuse any order that leaves a civilian while I still have a rescue. If it risks the wider task, I name the cost and offer the choice again.”

He said, “You already refused that exact order at Old Bell.”

Damaris said, “Then you now know this clause has teeth.”

Without prompting, Naomi claimed the next turn. She said, “I will not cut pain or memory just because either makes someone hard to handle. I may ease pain during care when the patient asks, but I will keep the record they need to choose.”

The monk stated her limit from beyond the fire. Plainly, she said, “I refuse orders that claim my route, place, or motion past what I choose to share. If you need me elsewhere, tell me the goal and let me choose how I arrive.”

The bard plucked the fixed brass string. She said, “I will not burn the sole copy of any fact or sing words I know are false. Silence may be combat. A lie backed by my class is not.”

On the party sheet, he entered each limit as the System called them command exceptions. Each woman objected until the heading changed.

SYSTEM // They chose the danger after hearing the truth. That is the good stuff.
READOUT // Mercy party compact — first draft
VITALS // HP 140/164 — ready | MP 186/200 — ready
Center: Trevor Dwyer — unsworn paladin 9.
He still identifies as male and uses he/him.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Unlocked: Full voices.
• Damaris Pike — inquisitor 7 / frontline judgment.
• Naomi Talbot — grave cleric 6 / soul care and death ward.
• Petra Coyle — sun soul monk 6 / route control and permission breach.
• Adina Kroll — canticle bard 8 / countersong and hidden law.
Active voices: 4/3 — temporary overcapacity.
Crown strain at rest: 11%.
Unlocked: Recorded refusals.
• No civilian abandonment while a workable rescue remains.
• No convenience edit of pain or memory.
• No claimed route, location, or movement.
• No destruction of unique knowledge or empowered lie.
• No victory purchased by reducing the ability to refuse.
Unlocked: Synergy preview.
Counterpoint formation — locked until stable fourth slot.


Each woman got a free copy. Petra's opened without showing which side of the tree she held.

The founder added one final field without making it a refusal: why each of them kept going toward Three Bridges. The inquisitor wanted to stop the breach and learn how many town officers served the hidden Crown. The healer wanted a guarded clinic for the exposed souls on Crown Road. The monk wanted the courier routes through all three spans opened without church claim. The bard wanted the list placed on a public wall where no official could quietly chisel it away.

He wanted the town alive and the breach closed. He also wanted enough progress toward Seraph rank to make Return more than a word beneath a ruined shrine, yet the goal stayed his even after the body, women, and Choir made the route larger.

He said, “Now we fix our awful gear mess. Damaris needs chain oil, Naomi needs salt, and Petra needs to return stolen boots.”

“I refuse the stolen-boots plan,” Petra said.

He continued, “Adina needs a real tool, while I need trousers ranked above common string.”

She held up the fixed pair after adding leather loops from a rider's harness and cutting the legs so wet cloth would not bind his ankles. Then she said, “Try my better version.”

He took the trousers, faced the four women, and asked, “Could I have some basic cover?”

While grinning, Naomi raised her green barrier between him and Crown Road while leaving the party side fully transparent.

He said, “That barrier gives only half the cover I asked for.”

But Naomi replied, “The risky strangers on Crown Road cannot see you.”

She leaned around the tree and added, “Only the four very safe strangers in your party.”

Behind the barrier, Trevor changed beneath the blanket while the young angel body tracked four interested gazes. The repaired blue trousers hugged his narrow waist and soft hips; they stayed in place when he moved. For him, Damaris had cut the road sash into two blue bands. They crossed the white wrap top and held his chest without covering the strip of stomach above his belt.

He stepped out from the blanket, spread his arms, and asked, “Does this outfit look functional?”

All four women looked directly at his fitted body.

The founder body reacted before any woman spoke. His skin warmed from throat to waist, his nipples tightened beneath the fitted cloth; a soft pulse gathered between his thighs. Steadily, Trevor held his ground as fear of succumbing met the joy of being wanted.

The clear gold compact stayed beside them. It named him male, used he and him, and reported no identity edit. Four eager women who had read each field still looked at him as if the clash improved the view.

The physical pleasure and private fear both belonged to Trevor; neither made him a different person.

Warmly, Damaris said, “The fixed outfit works very well.”

Trevor gave one direct answer without a defensive joke. “Your hands do great work, and I would let you fit me anytime.”

Her eyes narrowed with open heat. She said, “Take off the trousers again and I will fix the inner seam.”

He had tried praise; however, she turned it into a promise involving his bare hips. The party could see how much he physically liked that chance.

He turned toward Naomi for his second try and said, “Your healing also feels truly wild.”

“Where does my healing feel wild?” Naomi asked.

He said, “The healing feels wild across my hurt wing.”

She asked, “Does it feel wild only across your wing?”

Her dark eyes dropped below his belt; Trevor's face heated even further.

He said, “We need to establish some care boundaries.”

She replied, “I am asking the patient to name each affected area.” Then Naomi touched one green-wrapped wrist. “Good care needs precision.”

His second attempt at plain praise ended in defeat as Petra shifted across the fire without letting the place field update. He pointed at her red-wrapped feet and said, “Your footwork is lovely.”

“My feet?”

He corrected, “Your entire legs contribute.”

She stretched one toned leg through the firelight, set her heel against his thigh, and said, “Trace just how my whole leg helps.”

Trevor's hand rose toward Petra's leg before combat judgment at last returned. He caught it at chest height and turned the motion into a bad salute.

He said, “Your lovely leg has great combat range.”

Petra said with one more slow kiss.

His third try died even faster, so Trevor faced Adina for one last chance with a woman who prized truth.

He told her, “Your voice does something to me.”

The honest sentence survived without quick disaster as she played one low note through the excess link. It settled beneath Trevor's ribs, and she asked, “What does my voice do to you?”

“Makes me want you to keep using your mouth.”

Silence held around the campfire for half a second.

At once, Damaris covered her face using both hands while Naomi leaned against the shed wall and laughed, then Petra rolled onto her back beyond the fire and kicked both feet in the air.

His own words struck back, and he blurted, “I meant using your mouth for singing.”

The bard crossed the firelight, set two fingers beneath his chin, and said, “Your first meaning was quite clear.”

The low note still moved inside him while Trevor enjoyed the sure touch and four forms of focus, yet no one treated his pleasure as proof against his steady male self. He had failed four times; each loss left him more wanted.

The entire party could read that delighted response while linked and in plain sight.

Petra said, “Our pretty angel enjoys losing these encounters.”

He said, “I enjoy losing only this given fight.”

She checked his pulse, found the proof at once, and said, “Your heart is far too fast.”

Damaris handed him the dark blanket again; even so, nothing had come loose. She said, “Use this to save your last scrap of pride.”

The bard let his chin go with a small, pleased smile. “Too much pride would weaken the future doctrine.”

He spread the blanket across his lap and said, “Back to combat plans before my own party kills me.”

They split the night watch without a vote or command. Purposely, Petra chose the dark watch because night favored her routes. Damaris took the road watch. Naomi chose the hour before dawn, when pain and fever grew worse; Adina stayed awake with Trevor to track the excess strain and copy the toll-house records.

Around the cold fire, four free women and one chosen center.

Their plan used each noncombat skill. It left Trevor amid four bedrolls, though none had placed him there.

Excess strain kept Trevor's sleep light through the night. When he drifted, the narrow Crown ranked the women by binding weight and tried to merge their dreams. Adina woke him with a low note from her tool. Naomi kept pain clear. Damaris checked that each woman could still refuse; Petra left the link for ten seconds, then came back from a place she chose.

The tests kept Memory Integrity and Autonomy at one hundred. They also proved the fourth link would fail within a day unless Trevor reached Level 10.

He rested inside the excess problem instead of reducing anyone to solve it.

Three Bridges' distant urgent warning bells began ringing shortly after midnight.

The heavy first bell carried low and bronze through the dark empty fields. A second answered from the next span. The third rang from the half-built east wall where Adina's threat map showed the breach path.

Each linked woman woke and reached for gear before Trevor could move.

Then Damaris buckled her armor while Naomi packed salt and healer's thread. And Petra wiped each sign of the camp except the cold fire. Quickly, Adina tied the copied hidden-owner list beneath her coat in three sealed leather packets.

They needed no speech; the refusal pact had removed any guess about crossed lines and made them faster.

The party counted as one toward the next signal.

No fourth warning bell rang from the eastern stone wall.

Its silence became a message. No east-wall guard had reached the horn twice. They were dead, trapped, or already silenced.


Chapter 19 — A Town With One Wall Missing

T

hree Bridges had a west gate, an east wall, and enough stone to finish only one of them.


The west gate got the stone. Two square towers guarded a road packed with refugees, handcarts, wounded guards, and traders who had stopped pretending they still owned their goods. Beyond the arch, steep roofs crowded the river while three narrow bridges joined the town center to the outer wards.

The half-built east wall got timber posts, stacked flour sacks, and one warning bell that had stopped after its first alarm.

At dawn, Trevor reached the west gate while black smoke rose from the east.

“The west gate is closed,” a captain shouted from the wall. “Turn south and wait for inspection.”

Behind him, thirty refugees pressed along Crown Road with the Old Bell novices and people from Naomi's shrine. Beside the gate, more families filled the ditch because the road had nowhere left to hold them; a woman cradled a sleeping child under one arm and carried a butcher knife in the other.

Then he opened Halo Sight. And the gate captain recalled everything and could choose at eighty-nine. No owner claimed him. Fear shaped the order without a hidden Crown command.

He had refused freely; therefore, he could change his mind without breaking him.

He called, “The east warning stopped. Your half-built wall is under attack.”

From the wall, the captain said, “We know about the eastern attack. An unauthorized founder does not enter while half the town sleeps inside.” He pointed at his broken halo and four linked soul lines.

Soon, the word founder moved through the western crowd and drove people away from his white wings. Few people made ward signs while others stared at his soft face, open shoulders, and blue-crossed wrap top with the protective alarm he had begun to recognize.

Then one boy asked his mother why the pretty angel sounded like a man.

He said, “Because I am one. The body is female. Both lines are stable.”

Around him, the answer reached the nearest families and relaxed some of them, though more stayed confused; they had no time to settle the question before the east bell frame broke above the roofs.

Suddenly, the heavy bronze bell fell through a tile roof and sent a dull crash across town.

At the gatehouse wall, Adina unfolded the toll-house threat map and said, “The breach line reaches the eastern flood channel. Anything entering there can reach the mill or cross behind this gate in nine minutes.”

Still, the captain fixed his gaze on him. “My standing orders require a founder inspection.”

Then Damaris stepped onto a wagon tongue where the crowd could see her dented inquisitor armor. She removed the Concord seal from her shoulder, held it above her head, and bent the white metal in both gauntlets.

She said, “I inspected him. Trevor Dwyer preserves memory, choice, and exit. He held Old Bell while I broke my own order to save a novice; he spent his last Resonance on strangers at the road shrine. When I left his Choir, he let me walk. When I returned, he took no price.”

Without class power, her voice carried. It named acts the refugees could confirm.

She added, “If your western gate stays closed, I remain outside with him.”

Across the ditch, the captain's gaze moved from her broken seal to the families. Opening the gate risked one founder. Keeping it shut left four holy women and dozens of refugees outside for the next attack.

Then a civilian screamed behind the arch, but the heavy western gate stayed closed.

His need became clear. He wanted proof that protected the town, not a speech that guarded Trevor's pride.

He said, “Keep your western gate closed. Open the east postern after we hold the breach.”

He replied, “Your party cannot reach the eastern wall from outside.”

Suddenly, Petra's hidden presence vanished fully from the Choir.

Although her place stayed hidden, a yellow coat stood on the wall behind the captain; she had crossed a refugee wagon, used the south drain ledge, and slipped through the gate's blind spot.

She pointed across the town and said, “I can reach the eastern wall from here.”

She dropped inside the gate before its guards could stop her.

She moved among the western refugees; a broken cart axle pinned an older man against the ditch. Two women fought over one clean bandage. Beneath the gatehouse stairs, a marked child hid alone.

Naomi placed green barriers between the crush points; she sent the Old Bell novices for salt and opened a care line along the wall. Without joining the argument above, she cleared the road faster than shouting guards could.

She climbed onto Damaris's wagon tongue. Her east alarm passed through stone. Then she changed its last note to distinguish wall breach, fire, and soul exposure. The nearest guards echoed it toward the bridge towers.

Together, handy threat facts crossed the closed gate before he could.

She opened the narrow eastern postern from inside the town.

They left the refugee road and ran along the outer ditch. The town wall fell from dressed stone to loose rock, then ended in sharpened timber above the flood channel. Forty locals held the gap with grain forks, hunting bows, and doors torn from nearby houses.

Suddenly, black waves of rakers climbed from the channel. Forty-three guards along the half-built east wall faced thirty-one attackers.

Behind them, a larger demon stood waist-deep. Six hands reached from its eel-shaped body; a church bell hung inside its open ribs. Each time a raker died, the bell rang silently and drew the loose soul toward the mill.

At once, blue lines spread from him to all who chose to see them. The public count showed 1,846 residents. Another 1,711 refugees were registered; 238 waited at the west gate. Forty-three people defended the breach. Only seventeen had trained; even so, they faced thirty-one rakers and a Threat 9 bell bearer. Beneath the mill, an unknown path fed on loose souls.

At once, the public map turned fear into exact jobs. A gold Hope line opened at twelve of twenty; it would grow only when informed witnesses acted freely after seeing him risk his own life.

Plainly, he hid nothing about the awful defensive odds.

He told the guards, “I can hold the channel for three minutes. You choose whether to reinforce, move civilians, or leave.”

A mill worker held up a wood axe and asked, “What happens after those three minutes expire?”

“I become the hottest roadblock in Three Bridges,” he said.

“You now hold that given rank,” Damaris said after checking the crowded channel.

At once, the founder body flushed while the east guards laughed hard enough to loosen their grips. He enjoyed being wanted and enjoyed the brief relief, then stepped beyond the half-built wall before either pleasure could claim a larger meaning.

He called, “Draw Fire across the entire eastern channel.”

Gold light marked his chest, and each raker in the channel turned toward the petite angel in white and blue.

Then he opened both wings across the gap. Wing Guard II covered Damaris after she chose the left arc; meanwhile, the right arc stayed open for locals who wanted it. Five guards stepped behind the white feathers. Eight moved children and water carts toward the inner bridge. Three left through the east postern.

All three quick choices stayed with the willing guards.

Suddenly, the first black wave of rakers struck the half-built wall.

Hooks buried in his outer feathers while claws scraped the timber stakes. He dropped his center in Damaris's stance and used the whole wing span to turn the first rush aside. Her flail broke legs along the left edge. The five guards behind his right wing thrust grain forks through the openings he made.

One fork caught between two ribs. Its owner, a baker in a flour-white coat, planted both boots and tried to wrench it free. The raker climbed the shaft toward him.

“Let go of the trapped grain fork,” he said.

The baker released the fork as he caught the raker with his bare left arm and let its teeth close below his elbow instead of around the man's throat. Pain burned to the shoulder, and Draw Fire made the creature worry at him even after Damaris crushed its spine.

The baker stared at his blood on the white feathers and said, “You ordered me to fight.”

He replied, “I gave three jobs. You picked this one.”

“Then tell me which handy job to pick now,” the baker said.

Trevor wanted the extra weapon. He also wanted a town that could function after he left, instead of one that waited for the nearest halo to think for it.

“Pick with better facts,” he said. “Your fork is gone. The west lane needs bucket carriers. The right arc needs one more shield. Your hands are shaking, and that is allowed.”

The baker looked at both routes, then took a door shield from Naomi's supply line and returned to his right wing.

Slowly, new Hope brightened along his bleeding feather wounds.

“His offer remains open. So does mine. I hold anyone who chooses this gap,” Damaris announced as she stepped across his front and caught the next raker on her breastplate.

The broken Concord seal hung from her belt where each guard on the east wall could name it. She had traded the institution's clean power for a promise that named its limits, then put her body behind the promise.

Four guards left the stone segment and joined her, one stayed at his assigned post, and one more carried the alarm runner with a torn calf toward Naomi. None of their choices matched, yet the defense strengthened.

His narrow Crown tried to smooth their motion into one sequence. He held the link open without pulling; sharply, Damaris struck high while the baker blocked low. A guard called his own target, and he shifted one wing half a second late because the man had not needed right.

The untidy timing broke each drill pattern and killed three rakers.

Naomi reached the wall with twelve western refugees carrying salt, bandages, and door shields. She formed a Death Ward over the exposed souls without removing their fear. Steadily, Adina stood on the half-built stonework and sang the demon count down each time one fell.

Petra stayed elsewhere beyond the limit of Choir Reach.

Trevor could not see her route, but warning flags began appearing on rooftops where the bell post had gone silent. Yellow cloth marked streets clear for evacuation. Red cloth marked raker burrows. Blue cloth marked wells that still had water.

Her map turned the town into routes people could use without waiting for an order.

The massive beast at last reached the sharpened timber stakes.

Its six hands caught his wings and pulled them apart. The rib-cage bell rang, and cold pressure peeled at the soul fiber along each wound he had taken since Old Bell.

He held body and identity as split truths: a female chest beneath white cloth, a narrow waist under blue bands, white wings, soft hips, a delicate face, and an unchanged male identity. The demon could pull at their joins without owning any category.

Under the bell bearer's hands, a female body and an unowned male soul.

He drove one sharp knee through the beast's open ribs.

It swallowed the impact and drew Hope from the guards behind him. Their gold resource line fell each time the demon fed.

“Who owns the courage it takes?” Adina sang as she changed her count into a question.

“The courage and each cost belong to us,” the mill worker shouted.

The answer spread through the wall stand without growing a class command. Locals struck the beast's hands, threw ropes around its elbows, and pulled on different timing. Their plans clashed until Damaris marked one arm, Naomi warded the people holding the other rope, and he folded his wings at the right moment.

The wounded beast lost its grip on both wings.

He caught the rib-cage bell using both hands and turned the open mouth toward the channel. Each loose raker soul rushed into the demon that had tried to harvest it. Its long body swelled beneath the skin.

“Get behind my cover arc right now,” he called.

The guards chose the cover arc. Wing Guard II closed over them when the beast burst in a spray of black flesh and bent bronze.

The left wounded rakers fled into the eastern flood channel.

SYSTEM // Four voices and not one of them owned. Heaven is already clutching its pearls.
READOUT // Voluntary wall stand complete
VITALS // HP 111/164 — ready | MP 154/200 — ready
Encounter contribution recorded: XP deferred until east defense secured.
Public witnesses who accepted informed risk: 64.
Willing defenders who acted: 38.
Commanded defenders: 0.
Hope gained: +10.
Hope: 22 out of 35.
Town standing: outsider -> provisional defender.
East postern access: open.


The public panel changed nothing by itself, but the mill worker dropped his axe, crossed the wall gap, and held out a black hand to him.

He said, “Come inside our walls as a proven guard.”

The western gate opened for him and the waiting refugees.

Refugees entered beneath Damaris's broken inquisitor seal while Naomi directed the wounded toward the shrine house. Petra's roof flags guided carts away from the east lanes. Adina taught three bell keepers the full alarm pattern before anyone could cut off the lower notes.

The captain met him beside the broken wall with four town elders, none dressed for a meeting. One carried a mason's hammer while one more wore an apron over nightclothes. The oldest held a spear in one hand and the town's crisis chain in the other.

“Three Bridges offers brief defense command until the eastern wall stands,” she said. “Your power ends when this crisis ends.”

The half-built timber stakes shook as one more black wave entered the channel, and Trevor looked at the elders, the guards, and the women who had earned the offer beside him.

“Bring the chain to the wall,” he said. “You can explain the terms while we fight.”


Chapter 20 — The First Growth Menu

T

he council explained crisis power while rakers climbed the east wall.


The oldest councilor hooked the heavy town chain around a timber post, not Trevor's neck. Four iron links needed him to defend the bridges, preserve civilian rule, reveal known soul effects, and yield when three elders or sixty guards revoked him.

“Power begins when you close the chain,” she said.

One black raker cleared the sharpened stakes behind her. And he caught it by the throat before Damaris's flail knocked it back into the channel; even so, its claws opened his borrowed trousers.

He said, “Add one term. Anyone under my defense command keeps the right to refuse an order. Refusal cannot cost shelter, food, or treatment.”

She raised her long spear against the next pair. “That weakens command during the crisis.”

Quickly, he spread his hurt wings across the open gap. “It changes command. Stand here for proof; the demons declined the council hall.”

Above him, Petra laughed from the roof frame while Adina called the fifth term along the wall. Some guards refused it, but enough agreed.

She carved the refusal term into a blank iron link wielding her spear point, then he closed the chain around the post.

Nothing hidden claimed Trevor. It held only the three bridge wards and ended when the east wall stood or three councilors or sixty guards revoked him. The next wave struck before the councilor could celebrate being trusted.

Twenty black rakers surged from the flood drains. Three struck the wall while the rest used the open gap as cover and ran beneath it toward the roofs.

Under pressure, Trevor held the front in his Crown and pushed the clear public map through a second thread. His narrow halo split poorly as Damaris's sharp warning, Petra's roof route, Naomi's wound count, and Adina's red alarm pressed four clear voices through three stable slots.

Pain tightened around his skull; even so, he said no to mute even one voice.

He called, “Damaris, keep the gap. Petra, choose the roof interception. Naomi, protect the council and casualties. Adina, let the town hear all four calls.”

“Those plans collide at the dyer's lane,” Adina said.

He replied, “Then tell each guard about the collision before they choose.”

She sang the conflict instead of hiding it. Wall guards learned that fewer people covered their backs; meanwhile, roof crews heard they might lose the flood channel and Naomi's carriers learned which lane lacked a healer.

Truth cost speed, but let a cooper overturn a cart across the dyer's lane before the first raker arrived.

He met the wall wave. One wing turned a claw from Damaris while the other swept loose stones into the channel. His soft chest carried weight too high, while his hips set his balance wide and wing joints pulled against an Earth-born spine. Fresh bruises had taught each fix.

A raker passed under the right wing as Damaris shouted. Then Trevor turned late, caught claws across his waist, and drove the creature into the post carrying the town chain until iron rang behind his head.

Across the roofs, Petra's team hit the dyer's lane without one route. Two guards crossed a laundry bridge, one dropped through a loft; she ran down a wall with sunlight around both feet.

Their split attacks landed together, breaking the rakers against the overturned cart.

One dying creature hooked the cart and sent it downhill with six guards trapped behind it. She sprang for the axle despite the pack below.

The spear-carrying councilor shouted, “Leave that axle before the whole barricade drags you under.”

He could force Petra back; however, she had kept claim of her motion for this exact moment.

He called through the public map, “Cart collapse. Six trapped. Petra has the fast route. South roof loses her for twenty seconds if she takes it.”

Purposefully, Petra chose before he ended. She kicked a laundry pole across the lane and used the narrow timber bridge to reach the axle. Three guards pushed, two ran, and one stayed down with a crushed foot.

At once, Naomi left her assigned casualty line, and the councilor caught her arm. “The gap needs a healer.”

She replied, “The gap has one. He is bleeding on the town chain.”

He was bleeding, though less badly than the trapped man. Naomi drew a green barrier over the lane, crawled beneath the cart, and held the wounded guard's soul inside him while Petra lifted the axle with both shoulders.

The south roof stood open, so Adina changed the alarm from command to offer. She sang, “Three fast bodies needed above the dye house. The route crosses loose tile, and the fall risk is stated.”

A strong laundress climbed from her balcony with a pole. Two local guards followed by different stairs, and all three reached the roof before the next raker.

It bit through the laundress's pole, so she let go, wrapped a wet sheet over its head, and held the edge while the guards struck.

For once, Trevor had not planned the rescue; his power showed the costs, and the town supplied answers he did not own.

She released Naomi's arm and asked, “If sixty guards revoke you during a wave, do you step down before the count is verified?”

He said, “Yes. Then I keep fighting without the chain.” Quickly, Trevor drove his aching shoulder against a timber brace while Damaris killed one more climber beneath it.

She said, “Stepping down during the count could lose the entire wall.”

He replied, “Keeping power after they withdraw it loses more than a wall.”

Yet the councilor looked along the defense she could still revoke. “I profoundly dislike each part of that answer.”

“Good. It proves the fifth link works.”

At last, gold filled his broken halo. Level 10 paid 550 XP: three hundred for danger and 250 for rescue, defense, and discovery, bringing his total to 3,150. Three attribute points, one skill point, and one Evolution Point opened. His Choir grew from three stable places to four, and Adina settled into her own place instead of balancing on the Crown's edge.

Inside his skull, the headache stopped expanding as the world paused around him alone.

Before him, three versions of his body stood above the flood channel, all keeping the same small height, narrow frame, blonde hair, breasts, and female sex. The System gave no male restoration and no way to stop the body from growing better at being itself.

Soft Steel would keep him slender and blunt half his bruises. Hard Turn would grant one midair stop or right-angle turn. Split Ring would hold two active threads at once, letting four women remain four people, though wounds on both would double the feedback. The unchosen paths would lock until a later source.

At once, Trevor chose the halo, and above his brows, the broken gold arc split into two thin crescents. A second focus opened. He could hold Damaris's wall defense in one ring and Petra's roof route in the other without forcing either plan to match.

Across his face, the change continued. Longer, darker lashes brushed his cheeks, and both brows drew into a soft arch; each dirty hair grew thick and whole, leaving the radiant blonde length smooth except for dark temple streaks. His tongue found even teeth while the cuts and rough patches closed.

Along his back, both wing roots shifted into line with his shoulder blades. He staggered when the old fixes became the wrong ones.

Behind him, Damaris caught his waist. “Look at me.”

He obeyed as her gray-green eyes crossed his face with open hunger, then narrowed in trained judgment.

“Darker lashes, soft brows, clear skin, thicker hair,” she said. Her thumb crossed his lower lip without needing a care reason. “Teeth?”

He showed them and asked, “Do I still look like the same man underneath?”

He added, “Am I also more offensively pretty?”

She replied, “Pretty enough to start a fully split civic crisis.”

And he warmed inside her arm. He liked the pressure at his waist and the way she looked at his newly changed face; that pleasure belonged to his current body without owning his memories, goals, or name.

He had called the body brief because the word made each feminine pleasure easier to dismiss. That lie had expired; this body might last years, perhaps until he forced Heaven to rebuild the one he had lost.

Not brief. He stayed a man who wanted women, and he also wanted Damaris to keep holding him while the lovely female body made its opinion embarrassingly clear.

He said, “I remain fully able to fight.”

She replied, “Your borrowed trousers cannot make the same heroic claim.”

Because raker claws had opened them from hip to knee, Damaris fetched a folded white-and-blue battle tunic made for a town herald twice Trevor's width.

She said, “Hold still while I make this work.” She wrapped the fitted blue waist twice around him and folded the white skirt above his knees. Then she cut away both sleeves so the cloth would not catch under his wings. Blue thigh wraps held the split panels without hiding his motion.

Soon, Naomi checked the open claw marks along his waist with green thread. “Open shoulders, bare thighs, shorter hem. Three Bridges takes defense seriously.”

Then Petra dropped from the roof, lifted one skirt panel, and said, “Your precious pride has great flanking access.”

He said, “Remove your hand before I assign you to sewer reconnaissance.”

Naomi said, “He gave a refusal clause. You may keep your hand just where it is.”

At once, his blush reached the new arch of his brows. Slowly, Damaris tied the last thigh wrap tighter, then let her knuckles travel one needless inch along his inner leg.

Nearby, Adina logged each physical change and said, “Innate balance remains untested, and the roof alarm seems eager to conduct the test.”

At once, three rakers burst from the dye house, and he ran before the teasing ended; he expected the old pull across his hips and compensated left.

His new balance pulled right, but he changed the step without falling. The short tunic cleared both thighs. His aligned wings opened without wrenching his back, while Split Ring kept the roof team in one clear thread and the east gap in the other.

He called, “Petra, pick your timing. Damaris, disagree with her.”

“Delighted,” Damaris said.

On the roof, Petra wanted the rakers driven toward the edge while Damaris wanted them pinned against the chimney, although both paths could not succeed.

Many Voices I opened as Trevor marked the choice point instead of choosing a plan. Together, Petra kicked the lead raker high. Damaris changed her strike mid-kick and shattered the chimney brace; brick and demon carried the other two beasts through the roof edge.

Neither woman had obeyed the other, yet both had chosen the final timing; Split Ring punished Trevor for making the choice real.

One crescent carried Damaris's shock from a falling brick; the other carried Petra's clawed calf. Both struck behind his eyes. Gold doubled across his vision, and the roof tilted.

He dropped to one knee as Adina said, “Feedback.” She wrote the raw cost into the public ledger. “Two threads, two wound paths.”

At once, Damaris moved to close Petra's route under her own judgment while Petra tried to rise and reopen it.

The new halo made one forced order easy. One thread could seize Damaris's caution while the second drove Petra through pain.

Instead, he sent each woman the other's exact condition.

Carefully, Petra tested her leg. “I can hold the gutter, not the ridge.”

Then Damaris shifted her mark downhill. “Then I bring the target to the gutter.”

At last, Naomi left the stable man beneath the cart and touched two cool fingers to his wrist.

“I can numb the feedback,” she said. “It may also hide a voice wound.”

He said, “Keep the pain. Lower the spike enough that I can sort it.”

Warmth climbed his arm. The exact pain stayed, but no longer filled him; Naomi had preserved the warning while treating the damage.

Meanwhile, Adina split her hymn. The lower melody carried Damaris's bright marks, while the upper carried Petra's quick routes; neither resolved until the women chose.

At the gutter, Damaris struck a raker toward Petra. The monk caught it with one foot, turned on her sound leg, and sent it into the lane. The laundress met it with a fresh pole.

Slowly, Trevor rose while Naomi's hand stayed warm around his wrist.

He said, “We have four split voices, with enough room for each answer.”

Adina replied, “Four different answers, because that line is the entire point.”

The town looped the line until it explained Counterpoint instead of demanding control.

Nearby, Hope rose from guards as the clear conflict became a stronger attack.

The wall guards cheered, and he enjoyed that too. Achievement proved more than denial. He had chosen the harder build for his goals, kept four free women beside him, and made the new body serve the same man who had arrived in it.

The second halo ring caught black light beneath the street; he raised one hand, and the cheering stopped freely as Adina looped his request for quiet.

Halo Sight passed through the dye house floor and followed a buried watercourse. Beneath the town mill, loose soul light flowed through the wrong tunnel. Each death near the east wall fed a buried soul engine below the wheel.

The public threat map redrew itself around the concealed route.

SYSTEM // Hidden route revealed. Of course the apocalypse had a basement.
READOUT // Level 10 reconciliation — hidden route revealed
VITALS // HP 128/174 — ready | MP 178/224 — ready
SKILL COST // Many Voices I: 18 MP plus 50 Hope for a full combination.
Attributes: Strike 8 | endure 13 | move 14.
Attributes: Focus 15 | resist 16 | move gracefully 19.
Skill: many voices I.
Evolution: split ring.
Choir: 4/4 — stable.
Body adaptation now measures 55% | cuteness: 77/85 | allure: 63/75.
Hope now measures 28 out of 60 | dissonance: 14 out of 100.
The identity still reads male / he-him — edit detected: none.
He remains physically female and angelic at 19.
Origin: eastern flood channel.
Path: dye house culvert -> buried watercourse -> mill foundation.
Fuel: recent dead / exposed soul fragments.
Growth: accelerating.
Estimated breach: 6 hours, 18 minutes.


Many Voices needed 18 MP and 50 Hope. His 178 MP could carry nine clean formations, but the congregation's courage was the true choke point. Trevor could not grind Hope out of frightened people; he had to give them a reason to stand. At last, Trevor pointed toward the mill.

“Elders,” he said, “that entire wall attack was only the distraction.”


Chapter 21 — Under the Mill

T

he mill still turned after all inside had stopped working.


Cold river water drove the outer wheel; meanwhile, black soul light drove a second wheel beneath the floor where no millwright had built one. Each slow turn pulled faint silver threads from the east wall and wound them around the buried axle.

Forty-three refugee families occupied the crowded grain loft directly above it, protected by only six dwindling packets of grave salt.

He entered through the dark loading door with the elders behind him. Flour softened the hard lines of his new battle tunic and settled across his repaired blonde hair. Children slept between dry flour sacks. Parents and elders studied his bright split halo with the fixed focus of people who had now fled one shrine.

Nearby, Naomi opened her small medicine bag on an old grinding table, revealing six thin paper packets of white grave salt.

Across the grinding table, the oldest councilor said, “Ward the building, then take your entire party beneath the mill and stop the source.”

Naomi laid two packets beneath her left hand and four beneath her right. “Two packets hold a Death Ward over the living for one hour. Four seal the nineteen bodies recovered from the east wall until sunset.”

Quickly, the councilor answered, “Use the two packets now, and we will find more salt.”

He said, “If we ward the living, the dead remain exposed while the hungry breach is feeding on them.”

The councilor dropped her voice to say, “These families do not need that detail.”

Firmly, Trevor said, “They pay the cost.”

He climbed onto the grain table, too small to address the loft from the floor. White-and-blue cloth left his shoulders and upper thighs clear. His wings spread without the old strain, and the families gave the lovely angel their focus before he earned their trust.

His public threat showed the cost: two packets could shelter the families, four could seal the dead; they could not do both. The buried gate could open in under six hours.

Panic moved through the loft. A father lifted his sleeping daughter. Two women headed for the ladder at once and blocked each other; one man accused Trevor of bringing the breach because the black light matched his halo wound.

He let the accusation stand beside the numbers.

He said, “You can leave by Petra's blue roof route, remain under a one-hour ward, or help move the dead into running water while we go below. No choice enrolls you in my Choir or town defense.”

From the loft, someone asked, “Which is safest?”

He said, “Leaving now, if the roof route stays clear. The ward is safer for the next hour and worse if we fail below. Moving the dead denies the breach fuel but puts the carriers near exposed souls.”

The hard answers split the room. Fifteen families chose the roofs. Twenty stayed for the ward. Eight sent one able hand each to help with the dead.

No clean solution followed after they chose among the costs.

Beside three flour sacks, his accuser said, “You gave scared people options and called that consent.”

He said, “I gave them the real danger I know. If you know a safer route, name it.”

At once, the man said, “Put the angel ward over all.”

He said, “That spends the limited salt we still need on the exposed dead.”

He shrugged. “The dead cannot complain about whatever guard they receive.”

One of the eight helpers turned from the ladder. She wore a rough leather apron over a soft sleeping shift. “My wife is among the nineteen.”

The man's focus dropped toward the flour-covered floorboards.

The volunteer did not forgive him. “If the breach eats her name, what reaches the afterlife?”

At once, Naomi said from the grinding table. “I do not know what waits after. I know the name holds her soul pattern together now. If a demon consumes it, the rest turns easier to pull apart.”

Carefully, the volunteer asked, “Will that grave salt hurt what remains of her?”

Gently, Naomi said, “It will stop the change. It cannot undo what the breach now removed.”

The volunteer took one packet. Her fingers shook; however, she chose the corpse route again to preserve an incomplete soul.

Hope did not rise. Trevor had exposed a cost, not performed honesty for points.

The councilor assigned two town runners to each roof group, then stopped herself before issuing the same route to all fifteen families. “Petra's flags show three paths. Choose one at each landing. If a path closes, do not wait for matching orders.”

He gave her a surprised, flour-dusted glance from the table.

“I can learn while disliking your answer,” she said.

Afterward, Naomi warded the children with one packet and the remaining families with one more. She split four corpse packets among the helpers and taught them to salt the mouth, heart, hands, and shadow.

“We are trusting them with the ward?” the councilor asked.

“They know what it costs now,” Naomi said. “That makes them harder to manage and better able to act.”

Then Petra led the evacuees across the roof flags while Damaris opened the cellar. Adina followed Trevor down a stair slick with grain and river mud.

The hungry black wheel waited beneath them in the flooded cellar with nineteen stolen memories wound around one buried demon root.

It had no solid rim; nineteen human outlines turned around an axle made from demon bone. Each outline retained one bright feature: a wedding vow, a daughter's name, the feel of bread dough, the route home, a hymn, the memory of sunlight on a bridge. The breach stripped those traits first because they held the soul together.

At the bottom step, Naomi said, “Death Ward can hold the threads, but it cannot restore what the wheel ate.”

Then Damaris struck the axle, but her flail passed through black light and hit stone as the wheel sped up.

It changed the entire cellar around the descending party.

Fresh bread replaced the river mud. A sunlit kitchen formed between the posts; Trevor's shadow crossed its floor. One soul remnant stood with her hands in dough and turned toward a door that existed only in memory.

Before the person she loved could enter, the wheel tore each trace of expectation from her face.

The kitchen vanished beneath a bridge at noon. Then came a narrow bed, a winter field, and warm dark beneath a quilt; the breach showed each binding memory as it stripped the part that made it hers.

His second halo ring caught on the false scenes, and for one breath Springfield filled the cellar. The old desk stood against stone. On the cracked monitor, the Ash Warden lifted its wrist while his lost male hand rested on the keyboard.

He stepped toward his old life before Damaris caught his tunic. “That one is yours.”

It kept each stain and chipped edge; the male hand looked more right than the slim fingers at his side. If he sat down, he could return to the moment before the founder rite; he could warn the raid or at least touch a body that matched him.

Halo Sight marked the price beneath the chair.

MEMORY GAVE: LAST CERTAIN MALE IMAGE

Beneath the false Springfield, one stolen image and no acceptable surrender.

The breach had found the exact proof he feared losing and gave comfort in exchange for yielding it.

He drove his heel through the monitor; glass became black water, and the old hand dissolved before he could close it around anything.

“None edits the proof that preserves who I am,” he said.

It snapped three memory scenes toward him. Damaris broke their stone supports instead of striking what they showed; Naomi warded Trevor's Earth memory and saved its painful details. Then Adina sang the warning: the remnants lost one trait each thirty-eight seconds, physical strikes failed, and his Founder access exposed a hidden control layer.

She asked, “Just who was this control layer designed to remain hidden from?”

Then Adina came close enough that her chest pressed against his back, reached around him, and guided his fingers beneath the clear panel.

Beside his ear, she said, “All using the approved hymn layer. Your lower ring can hold Halo Sight while the upper carries my countersong.”

He reacted her warmth at once, and the short tunic, bare shoulders, and close contact left little space for denial.

He kept both thoughts active. “You could stand beside me.”

“The hidden line needs shared touch.”

He asked, “Does the hidden line truly require that much contact?”

Softly, she said, “No, but I have few great reasons for preferring it.”

Her gold-flecked eyes met his over one shoulder. Adina had chosen the contact with the same calm certainty she used when baring banned doctrine.

She said, “Trevor, I like your mind. I also like your body. The order changes according to what you are doing with either.”

He had tried four clever approaches the night before; a direct answer should have been easier.

He managed, “Your body is also great.”

With a lifted brow, Adina asked, “And my mind?”

He said, “Your mind is obviously and infuriatingly great as well.”

Delighted, she said, “You still placed my great mind in second spot.”

“I was matching your sentence structure.”

Against his hair, Adina smiled. “A proper theologian appreciates close reading.”

It enjoyed her pressed along its back. Trevor enjoyed the woman, the joke, and the fact that Adina wanted the same man who had scrolled past Heaven's approved text. Fear still followed the pleasure. He said it by opening the hidden line instead of retreating from either.

Then Adina held one note through the upper ring while he dragged the lower panel into public view.

It became a legible black machine instead of a haunting image.

Nineteen pale soul traits fed a buried demon root beneath the axle; six thinner roots ran through narrow town drains toward marked living targets. A Death Ward touched one root, and the flow reversed to drive the saved trait into one more bare line.

From the axle, Naomi said, “The entire mechanism is routing around each guard I place.”

So he said, “Then we ward different traits at different times. Make it spend motion changing targets.”

First, Naomi guarded a daughter's name while Adina named a wedding vow. Damaris marked the route home, and he held the memory of sunlight behind Wing Guard.

It pulled in four opposing directions at once.

Now Many Voices I read the clash. Each free woman chose when to move her guard. The root snapped between traits. It found each one defended for a different reason.

Through a water chute, Petra returned and drove Radiant Palm into the exposed root while its path changed.

The demon bone split. Black roots spilled from the crack toward the nearest traits: Naomi's mercy, Damaris's duty, Petra's freedom, Adina's truth, and his belief that each choice still belonged to him.

Plainly, Adina said, “The roots are purposely targeting each one of our class anchors.”

He opened Wing Guard across the remnant souls instead of his own body. “Then let it choke on a full build.”

One root entered his left wing and pulled at Damaris choosing him beneath Old Bell. One more struck his right and found Naomi saving pain. Split Ring carried both attacks, but Trevor kept each clash and refusal intact.

They had been shaped to swallow one simple command, yet four fierce loyalties stopped in their throats.

Next, Damaris marked the left root as a foe oath. Steadily, Naomi held its stolen traits. Petra turned the open waterway into an escape for the trapped soul light; Adina sang four clashing truths on one beat.

At once, he closed both wings.

They crossed inside the bright arc, knotted, and burst sharp black light across the cellar.

The nineteen remnants stopped turning. Steadily, Naomi held them until the helpers ended the salt lines, yet six roots under the streets hunted one living soul.

One root brightened beneath the mill. It crossed the west bridge and ended at the shrine house where the road refugees slept.

One final field crossed each public panel throughout Three Bridges.

SYSTEM // Darling, the corpse engine is cheating. Be prettier and cheat smarter.
READOUT // Mill breach interrupted — living target revealed
VITALS // HP 96/174 — ready | MP 139/224 — ready
Recent-dead intake: 3.4 -> 0.8 soul-mass per hour.
Protected remnants: 19/19 until salt failure.
Living target roots: 6.
Next death reserved as breach fuel.
Target: Elske.
Status: living / marked / unaware.
Estimated collection window: 00:47:19.



Chapter 22 — None Dies on Schedule

A

t dawn, Elske had forty-seven minutes to live and was arguing about soup.


At once, he found her in the crowded shrine kitchen, ladle in one hand and sharp wood axe near the other. Colm's mother slept behind a green barrier while road refugees filled each bench and step.

“No,” Elske told a town runner. “The weak broth goes to the fever beds. The thick pot goes to the wall.”

The runner pointed at Trevor. “The angel says you are marked for death.” Each spoon stopped.

Quietly, he removed the countdown above Elske's head without hiding the threat.

Gravely, he said, “The breach reserved your death as fuel, and something intends to kill you before the window closes.”

Setting down the heavy ladle, she asked, “What intends to kill me?”

He said, “We came to find that out before it succeeds.”

Dryly, she asked, “Can the murder wait until all finishes breakfast?”

Across the kitchen, Naomi took Elske's wrist. “What scared you before we arrived?”

Wryly, Elske said, “The public death notice made a strong opening case.”

Calmly, Naomi asked, “What scared you before that?”

Uneasily, she glanced toward her sleeping sister as her breath changed. The old fear had hidden beneath the noise.

She said, “A bell rang under the bed, but none else reacted.”

Then Naomi opened her soul-care panel. A black mark hid inside Elske's fear, hooked around the memory of her sister choking on Crown Road. Each imagined loss pulled it tighter. Her read gave removal, suppression, or preserved examination, trading comfort for evidence while forty-three minutes stayed.

The runner said, “Take that black fear out of her now.”

At Elske's wrist, Naomi said, “If I remove it, the hook leaves Halo Sight and returns when the demon strikes.”

He said, “Then suppress it before one more attack.”

She said, “That leaves her calm while the hidden mark remains.”

She studied the cruel choices and chose aloud, “Preserve the fear and examine the mark.”

Gently, Naomi said, “You do not have to prove your courage here.”

So Elske said, “I want the bastard found.”

She loosened the Death Ward around Elske's mind.

Raw fear dropped Elske against a bench. The mark replayed Crown Road: a split wagon, her choking sister, Colm without his spear, and Trevor's bloody white wing.

She stayed close without changing a frame and asked, “Name what belongs to now.”

Facing Naomi, Elske said, “Soup, this kitchen, and my sister breathing behind me.”

From Elske's side, Naomi said, “Name what the mark adds.”

She gripped Naomi's arm and said, “A bell below the bed, wet stone, and someone counting backward.”

While Petra searched floor, roof, and alley for a body route, Adina wrote each addition. Damaris cleared the center room but kept three exits.

He held Halo Sight in one ring and the public map in the other; the black hook sharpened whenever Elske guarded someone, because family pulled her toward danger.

He said, “The trigger waits for a rescue. It expects her between the attack and her sister.”

Next, Damaris left the west door open, barred the alley, and branded the ceiling above Elske, Naomi, Trevor, and the sleeping patient.

Meanwhile, Petra loosened the shutters, opened the eaves, and tied three blue escape lines to Elske's wrist.

She said, “Pull once for the window, twice for the eaves, three times if you want me to invent something.”

Testing the thread, she asked, “What if I ignore all three and run through the kitchen?”

Dryly, Petra said, “I reserve the right to judge your awful route.”

Beside them, Adina wrote four different alarms on the wall. A demon swallowing one command could not silence them all.

At Elske's side, Naomi said, “We can move your sister and test one more trigger.”

Firmly, Elske said, “Moving her may hurt her.”

Solemnly, Naomi nodded once.

Then Elske said, “Keeping her here makes the mark easier to trigger.”

Again, Naomi nodded once.

She stared at the green barrier and said, “Keep her here; I want it to come while you are ready.”

He shared the clear map with her. “You choose your route when it moves. If your choice changes, you are no longer bait.”

With the wood axe raised, she said, “If it changes, I will tell you. Until then, I am bait with an opinion.”

Colm's mother coughed behind the barrier, and Elske moved toward her at once.

At the doorway, Naomi caught her. A soundless blow rose beneath the bed, crossed Elske's protective fear, and entered Naomi's open soul-care link.

He had one clear second to choose between two losses.

Wing Guard protected bodies; however, the attack had none. It passed beneath his feathers into the trait Naomi had exposed to preserve Elske's fear.

He drove Split Ring into the path.

The lower crescent kept Elske's mark clear while the upper guarded Naomi's open link. Black force crossed the halo and tore through Trevor's right wing.

One white row forgot how to belong to him, and his wing fell open. The distant shape might have belonged to any angel; the wound had bitten away his memory of moving it.

He struck the kitchen floor beneath his useless wing and ordered, “Now, while the attack route remains exposed.”

Still, she could close his wound or trace the attack. He did not order her choice.

She kept Elske's informative fear open despite his wound.

Quickly, Naomi said, “Wet stone marks the attack route. Follow that hidden bell.”

She sobbed once and pointed through the wall. “West. Then up. It is above us.”

Through the window, Petra reached the roof and scattered flour across the tiles. A round hollow moved through the white dust without feet.

Then Damaris threw her flail into its center; the chain jerked tight around a body of stolen sound.

The unseen body screamed with voices it had stolen at the wall: the west-gate captain's “Gate closed,” Damaris's “Back,” and his “Let go.”

Each known command struck like a hammer. Roof tiles broke under Damaris; meanwhile, Petra rolled before his own order could drive her from the ledge.

Next, Adina sang all four alarms. The sound-body swallowed the first and swelled; the second broke its rhythm and tore a clear seam through its middle.

She called, “It stores exact repetitions. Do not answer with the same words.”

He crossed the kitchen in three balanced steps and sprang through the broken window. His numb right wing forced him to climb with the left and catch the gutter with the town chain.

The short tunic rose past his thighs as his new sense of balance placed both feet on a steep roof that would have dropped him the day before.

The sound-body turned Damaris's captured warning toward Naomi in the kitchen below.

He held the attack in the upper ring and Elske's mark in the lower. Split Ring let him guard Naomi and keep the trace, but drove both signals through his wing wound.

Together, Damaris pulled left while Petra struck from the right. Trevor folded Wing Guard around the freed warning, and stolen sound broke across his feathers instead of Naomi's link.

Then Adina sang Elske's count forward; the hidden creature lost its path.

He forced his numb wing across Naomi and Elske; the feathers felt foreign, but he knew why he moved them. Purpose supplied the command his body had lost.

The second strike hit Wing Guard, and soul pain tore from the lost feathers into his halo. His Earth name blurred at the edges, so he said it aloud.

“Trevor Dwyer, male, nineteen, and born in Springfield. I died at two eleven fighting the Ash Warden. I chose Split Ring, and I chose this hit.”

Below him, Damaris pulled her chain while Petra marked the moving hollow. Adina broke its count, and Naomi led Elske through fear without stripping it away.

“The bell is inside the north store loft,” Elske said. “It has been listening since dawn.”

The attack route snapped, and black force lashed through his wing while carrying the mark out of Elske. Naomi closed her Death Ward around it before it could hide in one more fear.

Take Heart shone around Elske's informed choice, not her pain. The trapped mark left a fading trail north after the hidden body.

Beside it, Naomi's class preview named Mercy Cleric as the path earned by preserving painful truth.

Later, Elske sat until her legs stopped shaking while Naomi explained the saved mark and asked before sealing it in a salt jar.

“Will I still be afraid after you contain the mark?” Elske asked.

“Yes,” Naomi said. “Less once your body learns the attack is over. I can stay while it does.”

“Stay with my sister instead, because I still have soup to serve.”

She stood, retrieved the ladle, and served the thick pot before anyone could turn her life into a ceremony; he leaned against the wall while Naomi touched the numb row of his open wing.

She said, “Each wounded feather still belongs to you.”

He said, “I accept that only on an intellectual level.”

She said, “Then we begin with the part that accepts it.”

Her hand guided his across each pale shaft as he named its memories. Damaris had caught him above Old Bell. He had failed his first glide and carried Colm's mother; Petra had returned, and Adina's fourth voice had settled beneath his halo.

Body claim returned to the numb wing in narrow bands.

She said, “You purposely took that soul wound through my open link.”

He said, “It was still the correct tank play.”

She said, “You lost part of your physical pattern to protect me.”

He said, “The loss remains brief if we treat it correctly.”

Her amber-brown eyes held him. “Do not use that word for all that frightens you.”

Before he could build a clever answer, she cupped his changed face and kissed him.

Her warm, sure mouth softened the female body into contact. Pleasure ran from his lips through his chest and gathered lower, and the welcome heat sharpened the old fear.

He kissed her back because he wanted Naomi, not because the female body had voted for him. She ended the kiss slowly and kept her brow against his.

She said, “That was not payment or treatment. I wanted to do it.”

His dark lashes dropped across hot cheeks. “I strongly favor this route.”

She said, “That clumsy sentence came close to actual flirting.”

He asked, “Only close? That attempt met each requirement you stated.”

She said, “Your next attempt may improve its odds by starting with my name.”

From the doorway, Adina said, “The complete mark analysis is ready for both of you.”

The black hook opened inside the salt jar; Naomi and Adina drew out the attack trace it had swallowed. Halo Sight I matched the trace to the demon lost between the wall and mill.

SYSTEM // Soul repair verified. Boundaries remain sexier than obedience.
READOUT // Bell maw mark — interrupted and traced
VITALS // HP 148/184 — ready | MP 197/224 — ready
SKILL COST // Halo Sight II: 4 MP per scan or 2 MP per minute while held open.
Elske: alive.
Collection route: severed.
Mark integrity: 82% — contained.
Encounter award: +600 XP.
Level: 11 | cumulative XP: 3,750.
Attributes: Strike 9 | endure 14 | move 15.
Attributes: Focus 15 | resist 16 | move gracefully 19.
Update: Take heart I — refined.
Recognizes an informed choice to face marked danger without removing fear.
Naomi Talbot: grave cleric 6 -> mercy cleric preview.
Evolution requirement: repair one damaged trait without replacing it.
Source: bell maw | threat: 7.
Capabilities: swallow commands; store sound as force; plant death marks in protective fear.
Range: inside Three Bridges.
Last path: north store lofts.


The town had spent all morning guarding the broken east wall; even so, the demon was now behind it.


Chapter 23 — Bell Hunt

T

hree Bridges had twelve official store lofts, twenty-nine hidden ones, and no map that showed the gap.


Above the town, Petra stood on the shrine roof. Her cropped auburn hair lifted in the river wind, and red wraps covered her hands and bare feet beneath the bright yellow coat.

From the roof, she called, “I need people who know what is above the ceilings.”

Eight guards volunteered; even so, none could name the hidden lofts.

A chimney sweep raised one black hand before two warehouse clerks followed. A messenger girl named the roofs with shared pigeon doors, and three smugglers behind flour scarves listed six rooms missing from the tax rolls.

The coverage looked awful on the town map but handy on Petra's.

Quickly, she split the north ward into routes instead of blocks. Chimney workers took linked flues; clerks chased gaps in the stock lists. Messengers checked roofs where birds refused to land, leaving each guard free to follow a local guide or hold the street below.

The oldest councilor asked, “What about the unsearched houses?”

Petra said, “Ask each house to mark one safe entry and one place we cannot search.”

The councilor said, “That tells the demon where our gaps are.”

Petra said, “The demon knows your gaps. I need the residents to know ours.”

Through the alarm network, Adina explained that blue invited a search, yellow meant residents searched, and red barred entry. Enough red crossed the rooftops to prevent a clean sweep.

Publicly, he marked each blind space. Civilian routes covered sixty-three percent of the ward; meanwhile, the guards could reach just eighteen.

The west-gate captain studied the red roofs. “Crisis defense power can open them.”

But he said, “Mine cannot. The chain covers defense routes, not private searches.”

The captain said, “Then the council orders entry.”

The oldest councilor studied thirteen homes whose residents had given a clear no. Forced entry would smooth the map and teach each family that the refusal term ended when it became inconvenient.

Yet she said, “No. Hold guards outside and accept reports from within.”

The first report came from a red-cloth house whose owner refused to open the door; he pushed six copper brewing tubes through an attic vent instead. Each tube carried sound from a different room; five hummed with voices and street bells, while the sixth stayed dead quiet.

No hum.

At the silent tube, she marked its path without crossing the threshold. Trevor sent Halo Sight down the copper and found where the Bell Maw had bent through the sealed attic.

The demon had used a refused house, yet the owner still produced proof because he controlled what to share and how to share it.

The search map gained a curved line through three supposed blind spots, following linked smoke shelves instead of streets as the chimney sweep had guessed. The smugglers added an untaxed loft bridge, and a messenger boy reported that his pigeons had moved south before dawn and still refused to face north.

No single clue was enough, but together they turned random gaps into a route.

Damaris said, “Sixty-three percent does not find a demon.”

Petra replied, “Eighteen percent with matching orders finds less. Come be loud somewhere else.”

At once, she jumped toward the next roof without asking.

So he followed with one running step and a wing-assisted hop. His short tunic opened across both thighs, but the balanced body landed cleanly; he refused to apologize to the chimney pot.

Beside him, Damaris landed in armor, her mouth still hard after Naomi kissed him.

“You are angry,” he said.

She said, “I am hunting a risky sound-swallowing demon.”

He said, “You possess enough focus to do both at once.”

“Then you can manage both as well,” she said.

From the fourth roof, Petra signaled ten seconds before the route moved.

Plainly, he said, “Naomi kissing me did not make your kiss smaller. Wanting her does not reduce what I want with you. I am confused about many details, but not those two.”

Slowly, her look softened without growing easy. “You do not owe me an equal allocation of turns.”

He said, “Good, because that sounds fully exhausting to schedule.”

She said, “You owe me honest ones when you freely offer them.”

He said, “You now have each honest answer I can give.”

With one finger beneath his blue waist wrap, she pulled him against her breastplate. “Then survive Petra's route. I intend to collect.”

Across the gap, she left Trevor stunned one second too long.

From the next roof, Petra called, “Your leader function stopped again.”

He said, “That interruption remains a known leadership defect.”

The first sign waited inside a cooper's loft, where each hammer blow below entered the room and vanished. Halo Sight showed the sound entering a round absence beneath the rafters; however, no trail left it.

On the floor, Petra left a coin-sized sun with Radiant Palm.

But she said, “Not an attack mark. Anything crossing this route pays me one warm footprint.”

She marked the window frame, chimney throat, trapdoor, and a mouse hole too small for the Bell Maw. He opened Halo Sight I through each mark until the gold suns became lenses; they did not reveal the demon, but they showed where swallowed sound bent around its body.

One human-sized hollow crossed the warm chimney mark, making the Bell Maw visible for 2.4 seconds.

Quickly, he called, “Up through the marked chimney,” but Petra was already moving.

They chased the absence through a weaving loft, two attics, and a bridge made from one stolen door, losing official search coverage each time a property line or red cloth closed the route.

The brewer opened a hatch from within and threw a bucket of foam across the tiles, revealing an unseen depression moving through it.

Across the foam, she marked three warm prints, and his sight caught the demon.

It had a squat body, four backward knees, and a vertical mouth through its chest. Bronze bell plates grew along the open jaws, and each breath drew nearby sound into the dark space between them.

The Bell Maw released a woman's scream from the west roof, then sent the same voice from an eastern loft to turn searchers both ways while it crossed Petra's lower mark.

There, she stayed with the warm footprint. “Noise lies, but my payment records do not.”

Then, she struck a rain barrel with Radiant Palm. Gold warmth ran through its water and linked gutters. Trevor opened Halo Sight across the flow; nine false sound trails filled the roofs, yet one path bent the gold.

So he marked that reliable path on the public map.

The Bell Maw released his voice from a chimney. “All searchers east.”

Two guards moved before recalling the command compact. One stopped, while the other chose to continue because the east roof still needed help.

Through four ward singers, Adina said, “Founder voice unauthenticated. Choose by current proof.”

The demon used Damaris's stolen voice next. “Petra, hold your current spot.”

Quickly, she crossed three chimneys, slid beneath a clothesline, and planted both feet against an unseen mass; the hit showed the Bell Maw long enough for him to catch its chest-mouth.

“I have at last found your real route,” he said.

It swallowed those words too. His own voice came back from six roofs, each one pleased with a different path.

The real Petra stayed the only person laughing at the trick.

During the lock, Damaris broke one bronze plate and released its stored sounds.

A baby cried, a mason warned of falling stone, and Naomi said his name; the three sounds hit in different directions with enough force to shatter roof tile.

At once, he caught the mason's warning across Wing Guard while Petra ducked the cry. Damaris took Naomi's voice against her shoulder and lost her footing.

The Bell Maw crossed an unmarked roof and vanished from Halo Sight.

No matching command told the searchers what to do next. A pigeon keeper freed his whole loft, sending the birds into an unseen shape above the street while two smugglers threw red dye from a window they had kept shut to guards. A child rang a cooking pot in three alleys until one strike vanished.

One dead note.

Their different reports formed a handy chain.

After each report, Petra changed routes while he followed with his lower ring and held the town map with the upper. Quickly, Damaris drove the demon from crowded roofs as Naomi and Adina guarded the people struck below.

The Bell Maw entered the largest north store loft.

Through a pigeon door, Petra dropped into the loft. His shoulders fit, but his wings did not, and he fell through face-first.

Safely, she caught him beneath both arms as his chest pressed into her forearms and his skirt panels dropped around his waist.

She said, “That was an exceptionally elegant combat entrance.”

He said, “You witnessed a carefully planned combat descent.”

She said, “Your exposed pride has yielded without negotiating terms.”

He pulled the tunic down. “Where did our target go?”

Petra said, “The target is gone, which leaves time for a kiss.”

He asked, “What did you propose during an active hunt?”

Suddenly, she rose on her toes and put her mouth on his.

Quick, warm, and purposely unfair. Her fingers held his jaw while her tongue tested his startled lips. His new lashes dropped, and he physically pressed closer before he formed a response.

And she stepped safely away and laughed.

She said, “You freeze like that each time.”

He said, “People keep suddenly launching romantic surprise encounters.”

She said, “I wanted to test Damaris's report.”

He asked, “Which report did Damaris give you?”

She said, “Leader function interruption during unexpected kisses, now confirmed.”

His face burned as pleasure lingered at his mouth and lower in the body. Fear arrived, found his goals intact, and failed to cancel Petra's choice or his desire.

Boldly, he leaned toward her. “Would you like to conduct a second test?”

She put one finger against his lips. “Limit. You do not chase the next kiss; you do not use the link to predict it. I choose the route, place, and time.”

He said, “Those boundaries are fully clear and freely accepted.”

She said, “Good, because I may make you wait until the delay turns funny.”

He said, “Each possible delay is now funny to you.”

She said, “Then imagine how much funnier it could become.”

One palm mark warmed above them, and they moved together. She took the pigeon door while Trevor broke through the shutter and opened both wings over the alley.

The Bell Maw crossed three roof marks at once while heading east, letting Halo Sight lock its outline long enough for Damaris's flail to catch a rear leg. The demon opened its chest-mouth and swallowed the chain's impact without making a sound.

Each bell in Three Bridges began ringing the east-wall alarm, sending the urgent pattern from tower to tower with a warning of the flood channel, a mass approach, and all guards to post.

The Bell Maw leaped directly onto the exposed alarm line.

Its bronze jaws opened wider than its body. The first note vanished. The second reached half the town, and the third died inside each tower at once.

SYSTEM // The monster copied authority. Vary the plan before repetition gets you eaten.
READOUT // Bell maw — target lock / silent wall
VITALS // HP 132/184 — ready | MP 169/224 — ready
Threat: 7 | health: unknown.
Detection: empty hand routes + radiant palm warmth + halo sight bend.
Visibility: crossing 2+ marked routes.
Lock after exit: 2.4 seconds.
East-wall warning: triggered.
Threat count: unknown.
Audible coverage: 0%.
Spoken channels: compromised.
Bell maw: east ward / moving.
Status: silent wall.



Chapter 24 — Silent Wall

T

he east wall got the attack in perfect silence.


Rakers climbed from the flood channel while guards ran the half-built timber line, mouths opened, boots struck planks, and the Bell Maw swallowed each sound before anyone else heard it.

He landed by the town chain with Petra ahead, Damaris behind, and Naomi and Adina in the mill lane. His bare thighs struck stone silently, and the new body bent cleanly through the impact.

The guards had practiced one alarm they could no longer hear.

Publicly, he mapped seventeen rakers and seven vague clusters at the timber gap. Half the wall stayed honest gray because the Bell Maw, reserve wave, and mill-root link stayed unknown.

At the center gap, Damaris turned him toward the chain, touched his halo, and gave him the wall.

She trusted him to hold while she hunted the Bell Maw. He wanted her beside him, but holding her there would leave the demon free.

He closed one fist over the chain and pointed her toward Petra's last warm mark.

Once, Damaris struck her breastplate; no sound reached him, but trust crossed the Choir.

Four squads spoke differently. Mill workers used open hands or closed fists. West guards counted fingers and angled weapons, refugees pulled colored ropes; the laundress threw wet sheets. No signal matched; even so, each squad could answer.

He shared confirmed threats and left vague spaces gray; beside him, Adina shaped a question through the Choir.

How do they know which is right?

He said, They know what they can see. I tell them what I cannot.

The first raker pack hit the mill workers, who raised two open hands. West guards mistook the sign for hold and stayed behind door shields. Refugees saw the gap, pulled blue rope twice, and sent a bucket cart down through the pack.

The mismatch delayed one squad and sent one more attacking without orders.

The bucket cart overturned at the timber gap, shattering clay jars and spilling lamp oil across the planks. A west guard flattened his sword for fire, but mill workers read clear lane and pushed forward with hooks.

He could impose one wall-wide signal before the oil ignited.

Purposely opening both halo rings instead. The lower carried the guards' warning, the upper carried the workers' advance; yellow marked the conflict between them.

So the workers stopped for the hot oily danger instead of his rank, hooking the cart away while one of them advanced along the dry outer beam.

The guard captain pointed at worker and founder, clearly demanding that Trevor order the man back.

He showed him black rakers below, oil behind, and the bare post ahead; the worker tapped his chest and went on.

He reached it before the lead raker cut the refugee line, caught the creature through its jaw with one hook, and hung his full weight from it while refugees retied the rope around both.

The outer beam held with him.

Across the outer beam, Naomi laid a thin Death Ward that guarded the worker's soul, not his bare flesh. He read the partial green cover, changed his stance, and held.

At his right, Adina bordered each confirmed risk in gold and left the worker's life estimate blank.

He nodded because a blank field told more truth than an invented number.

Then he opened Wing Guard over the bucket crew. Rakers turned to his Draw Fire mark and found Damaris's bare place on the left. He showed one squad the gap without commanding it.

Four willing guards chose the exposed left lane independently.

The demon vomited its stolen sound.

The east alarm burst inside his right wing and threw him against the town chain with bronze force, a stolen bell struck the west guards, and a child's scream tore through the mill workers.

Three stolen cries.

Each squad answered in its own language: guards angled weapons, workers closed both fists, and refugees pulled each rope once to declare themselves alive.

The demon could silence the town's shared voice but could not predict four local answers.

Rakers broke through the timber wall's weakened center.

Quickly, he caught the first with his left wing and kicked the next from it. His thigh wraps held while the aligned wing drove force through his slim frame without wrenching his spine.

Pleasure paid for the clean move, and fear followed. He used what worked and kept choosing why.

Nearby, Adina watched him guide without taking refusal. She touched his low halo and shared a vague black ripple behind the flour store: Bell Maw or loose sound.

He marked the vague ripple yellow, never red.

Quietly, Adina smiled because he had not confused confidence with proof.

The vague yellow mark moved against the raker flow.

From two roofs, Damaris and Petra closed, renewing the warm paths and driving the unseen demon toward the half-built wall between them.

Suddenly, the dark demon emerged between them.

It swallowed Damaris's flail impact and released his voice through the full Choir.

All retreat.

The false command bore his exact tone and Split Ring pulse. Damaris stopped. Naomi turned from a hurt guard, and Petra crouched to leap away.

He opened the refusal compact across all four voices, exposing his stolen tone without chosen intent; no spoken fix could beat his stolen voice.

Refusal needed none.

From the roof, Damaris struck while Naomi kept tending the guard. Petra leaped toward the demon, and Adina wrote FALSE across the gold pane.

It consumed one command and provoked four different refusals.

It copied the west-gate captain next. Crisis power revoked.

The town chain opened around the timber post as Trevor's defense panel darkened.

But the demon had swallowed the terms without the sixty guards or three elders choosing them.

He lacked proof but kept holding the gap.

The west captain checked the platform, where the oldest councilor raised one finger instead of three and held the chain open.

Power stayed vague; the attack did not.

He marked known rakers and let each squad judge the facts without his title, watching mill workers stay, refugees pull ropes, and west guards brace their door shields.

Yet the willing line held before the System restored anything.

At the blank panel, Adina surfaced a hidden line: revocation phrase got / choice-carrier absent.

She shared that line across the wall. He left the chain open until two more elders denied they had cast him out, then let the oldest close it herself. The System repaired its rule: words carried no choice without the named chooser.

From the roof, Damaris found the front whole despite his lost title, and trust crossed the Choir.

At once, Hope rose by twelve to forty from seventy-one willing defenders. The tight lock reached only forty-one percent of the needed eighty.

The demon struck Petra before he could strengthen the lock.

Its chest-mouth closed on her left arm, and bronze plates began drawing Radiant Palm from her soul.

There, Damaris caught one rear leg, but the demon dragged her toward the roof edge. He held the wall; leaving would bare each soul behind his wings.

Many Voices I gave two brutal plans. Petra could break her link, or Damaris could drop her flail and lose Petra. Neither chose the other's safe plan.

He spent twenty Hope on their choice, buying three shielded seconds around her accepted opening.

Gold formed around her trapped arm. She stepped close as Damaris let her chain go slack and drove a steel-clad shoulder into the demon's back.

Her guarded arm passed through the chest-mouth, and her palm struck its inner bell.

It became clear against the smoky wall.

Each squad found the same target.

At eighty percent lock, the small exposed core yielded 650 XP and Level 12. He raised Vitality to fifteen, Will to seventeen, Grace to twenty, and bought Halo Sight II.

And the upgrade split seen facts from copied signs. Stolen sounds gained pale rims while the demon stood dark among its bright lies.

Its core hung behind the lowest bronze plate, so Trevor marked it confirmed.

At once, Adina turned the gold FALSE into an arrow while Naomi raised green cloth and the laundress dropped a white sheet, giving each squad a clean field.

Different free signals pointed toward one vulnerable target while seventy-one guards held between his white wings.

They trusted him to hold, and he trusted them to strike.

He left the chain post and ran along the wall. The founder body balanced at speed as he caught a silent gust and crossed the missing stone.

Wing Guard closed around both women as the Bell Maw released each stolen alarm.

Without Hope for one more shield, the blast tore gaps through his white feathers and drove him to one knee. Each hurt wing stayed his.

Then Damaris broke the pale lower plate, and Petra drove golden Radiant Palm through its bright core.

Her countersong crossed the Choir while Naomi's Death Ward kept captured sounds from tearing traits from their owners.

At last, he drove Halo Sight II into the core and split the demon from mouth to spine.

Sound returned in one deafening instant.

Seventy-one guards shouted different words as rakers screamed and the river struck stone, carrying Damaris's armor, Petra's laugh, Naomi's prayer, and Adina's long-held note back to him.

The wounded survivors fled the restored eastern wall as Body Adaptation climbed to sixty-six percent; an anomalous object moved inside the demon core.

Afterward, Naomi opened the corpse while Damaris held its bronze ribs apart; the core should have held stolen sound and Elske's death mark.

Instead, wet black flesh writhed inside.

Five small mouths looped battle commands inside the split core, chewing each phrase until all sounded like him.

Joy left Adina's face. “That is not part of a Bell Maw.”

Through Halo Sight II, a dark growth line reached the mill breach. The black fragment fed buried roots large enough to seed demons throughout town.

SYSTEM // Four bad plans made one excellent answer. Teamwork, but feral.
READOUT // Silent wall victory — siege organ revealed
VITALS // HP 101/194 — ready | MP 118/230 — ready
Result: bell maw defeated | east-wall alarm restored.
Defense authority: active with authenticated chooser.
It now endures at 15, resists at 17, and moves with grace at 20.
Resources: hope 20/60 | dissonance 17/100.
Anomaly: choir eater growing beneath Three Bridges.
Traits: consumes commands | copies authority | feeds through linked dead.
Emergence: in 3 days.



Chapter 25 — What Pain Protects

T

he Choir Eater fragment kept talking after Naomi cut it into five pieces.


Five black strips lay beneath salt jars in the shrine treatment room; one looped Trevor's false retreat, one more copied the captain's revocation, and the smallest called for Elske's sister.

The words faded when Adina moved the jars apart and returned beside his four linked women.

“The split organ is still testing routes through us,” Adina said.

Nearby, Mara sat on the next table with both boots in grave salt; the Old Bell operator had carried refugees, fought at the east wall, and answered his false retreat.

She had answered it twelve times.

Inside her memory, she knew the command, the wall, and each nearby face, but not why she had stayed. Her memory held at eighty-nine percent, and her will stayed whole. The Maw had eaten her reason for refusal.

The west captain said, “Put courage back. She held the wall, so courage is the missing trait.”

At the jars, Naomi turned one; the black strip inside copied him: Put courage back.

The words went through his lower halo ring before anyone looped them, carrying cold into the link until it stopped at his refusal compact.

“The fragment learns and copies the repair command too,” he said.

From the table, the captain said, “Then fix her without using one.”

Carefully, Naomi opened three choices: install standard courage, numb the pain around the loss, or share the full memory with him through his Crown. The last carried each wound but imposed no label.

Reading the choices, she asked, “Will the full memory hurt him?”

She said, “Yes, because he will receive each wound.”

She asked, “Will it hurt me too?”

She said, “You will live it beside him, and I can end it when either of you asks.”

He climbed onto the table, left his claw marks open to Naomi's care, and joked, “I am hard to improve, but the System keeps trying.”

She said, “This memory belongs to Mara, so you do not turn it into a joke when it hurts.”

He said, “That restriction seems fair.”

Using one hand extended, Mara said, “I freely choose the full memory.”

He accepted her hand readily.

Then Naomi placed Death Ward around them and opened the memory.

* * *

O

ld Bell's wheel filled Trevor's hands. Its iron spokes outweighed Mara. Rain had swollen the gate, the rope cut both palms, and a guard shouted that demons were on Crown Road.


Close the gate.

She pulled until the wheel turned once and the gate rose from the mud before beginning its fall. Refugees ran beneath it: Colm at the front, Elske beside the wagon, and his mother flat beneath a wet blanket.

Close the gate.

Again, she pulled as the first raker reached the road bend; the wheel shook when the lower bar struck one demon's back, and black claws tore at the wood.

Close the gate.

The overseer joined the wheel, driving the spokes down with his full weight while the gap narrowed above the wagon.

Within it, he lived her choice. She feared demons, guard, overseer, and the clean safety of obeying. Courage counted; however, it did not turn the wheel.

The wagon axle caught beneath the gate. Elske shoved outside while Colm pulled his mother's shoulders, and Mara threw her weight onto the opening side.

The iron wheel tore bloody skin from both palms.

Open the gate.

None in the gatehouse had given that lifesaving order.

She drove the swollen gate upward because three people stayed beneath it. The raker forced its head through the gap and closed its teeth around her calf, but she kept pushing until Elske dragged the wagon clear.

The overseer struck Mara behind the ear with the winch handle; pain turned the gatehouse white.

She woke in the shrine cellar after the guard wrote panic failure beside her name. She kept the bloody cloth that proved her palms had held the opening spoke, then joined the refugees instead of accepting the lie.

The Bell Maw found that record at the east wall.

It looped Trevor's retreat through the old blow behind Mara's ear; twelve copies left the act but scraped away her claim to it.

The black mouth reached through his Crown and gave the same trade.

REPAIR TARGET: COURAGE

Firmly, he refused the false, oversimplified repair label.

Shared pain tightened around his skull. Mara's torn palms burned across his slim hands, the raker crushed his calf, and the old blow wiped the room.

From outside, Naomi asked them, “Name the exact thing this pain still protects.”

She could not answer, and he refused to answer for her; he returned to the disputed wheel inside her memory.

The gate moved beneath his hands with refugees under it. Fear gave courage its cost, and refusal saved their lives, yet the missing trait sat deeper.

She had chosen which side of that wheel carried her weight.

“The missing trait is claim,” he said. “She remembers the act, but the Maw ate her claim to the reason.”

She tightened her grip and said, “The choice and its reason were mine.”

The memory gatehouse broke apart into clean gold light.

* * *

H

e returned with blood beneath his nose and Mara's hand locked around his.


Steadily, she kept the pain while Mara named the repair. No standard courage entered the gap; Death Ward joined the lost reason to the wheel, torn palms, trapped people, and her spoken claim.

The repaired trait closed securely around her own word. Memory Integrity returned to one hundred without installed courage, compressed pain, or an edited memory, and party Dissonance fell to thirteen.

She released Trevor, rubbed the old scar, and said, “I stayed because the wall had people behind it; I left when the gate needed opening. Both choices were mine.”

The west captain removed his gloves and said, “The record at Old Bell called it panic failure.”

“Then that official record lies about what happened,” Mara said.

He accepted the answer without asking Mara to make it polite.

At his side, Naomi cleaned beneath Trevor's nose, her dark curls brushing his new lashes.

She said, “You took the whole painful memory into yourself.”

He said, “That was the full option Mara chose.”

She said, “You could have ended it after the first wound.”

He said, “Then we would have installed courage over the wrong hole.”

Then Naomi set the cloth aside and said, “I want you very badly, Trevor.”

His clever response failed elsewhere before reaching his mouth.

She kept going. “I want the man who asks before touching a wound and this soft, lovely body because it is yours. I want to learn each way it answers me; I will choose the night, and you will know when I do.”

He flushed beneath her steady gaze. The angel body liked her promise enough to tighten his nipples under the white cloth and send a slow pulse between his thighs.

Across his feminine body, eager pleasure and the same chosen male desire.

He said, “I know which fight I want now.”

“You know the goal, but the fight has not started,” Naomi said.

She kissed the corner of his mouth and returned to Mara's aftercare before his leader function could fail publicly.

Later, Adina carried the five jars to the founder wall, and he followed when his legs worked again.

She arranged the fragments by the commands they copied: retreat, revoke, protect, open, and hold.

Each strip stayed still until Adina spoke its word, then all five leaned toward his halo without a living link.

“It does not copy sound,” Adina said. “The Bell Maw did that work, while this organ copies the shape power cuts through a soul.”

He held the refusal compact beside Mara's repair; looped commands wore grooves that demons could follow through a Choir link.

Beside him, Adina guided his lower ring beneath the binding text. Their touch exposed four needs: an active link, stable words, one authority, and three accepted acts. At five repetitions the organ sampled traits. At twelve, it could enter the Crown.

Still, Adina said no to trust a hidden field without a test. She moved the hold fragment into salt and asked Damaris for one harmless order.

“Raise your left hand,” Damaris said.

He obeyed, but the black strip stayed flat.

Then Damaris used the same words twice more. A groove opened between her soul line and Trevor's raised arm, and the fragment turned before the third motion ended.

At once, Petra broke the route by changing the act. She lifted his right wrist, tapped his elbow, then pointed at the ceiling; each signal asked for an arm overhead without sharing words, speaker, or carrier.

The frustrated fragment, its new groove lost.

Next, Naomi tested meaning by saying, “Show me your palm, open your hand, and let me check your fingers.”

He made the same broad motion three times; the strip stayed still because each request cut a different path through focus and choice.

Naomi said, “Meaning alone is not enough; the organ also needs the established habit.”

Then Adina wrote the result beneath the hidden field: “Stable words, a stable source, accepted action, and sufficient repetition.”

The test left one ugly fact. His fastest battle calls were also the easiest doors. Hold, Back, and Now saved time by growing known, and familiarity wore the route smooth.

He opened the party compact and said, “Do not repeat my command because the last one worked. Change the phrase, carrier, or choice.”

Damaris raised one brow and said, “That single order contains four split parts.”

He said, “Then do not repeat the complete order back to me.”

Instead, Petra clapped once while Naomi touched the salt jar. Adina wrote the rule five ways and made none doctrine.

The fragment lay flat beneath each free choice.

At last, Adina read the lines twice as gold flecks sharpened in her dark eyes.

“You found the rule Heaven hid beneath its control doctrine,” Adina said.

“We found that buried rule together,” he said.

She took the front of his tunic and drew him down. Then she touched her mouth to the center of his split halo where the lower gold ring passed above his brow. Warm lips met light without pain.

The close contact carried through both focus threads.

Trevor said, “Your mouth was also open for the same purpose.”

Adina said, “Your lovely split halo solved the more interesting problem first.”

He said, “My helpful body also deserves a share of recognition.”

Her gaze went from his feminine face to the short tunic and bare thighs as she said, “I have now stated my review of the body.”

He asked, “Would you call that a strong rating?”

Adina said, “My final publication choice remains pending further review.”

She released his tunic before the exchange could become Naomi's beat in different clothes. Adina wanted the truth made public as much as she wanted him. The find gave both wants their own shape.

At once, Trevor shared the entry condition with each active voice and the town guards. He changed no wording after the first send.

One complete warning, sent just once through each channel.

Each later call would need a different carrier, speaker, timing, or phrase; any command the party looped could become a door.

SYSTEM // Heaven filed a kill order. Congratulations on becoming institutionally inconvenient.
READOUT // Soul repair proved — choir eater entry found
VITALS // HP 151/194 — ready | MP 186/230 — ready
Mara: memory integrity 89 -> 100 | autonomy 100.
Restored trait: ownership of refusal.
Installed courage: none | compressed pain: none | edited memory: none.
Party dissonance: 17 -> 13.
Entry route: active soul link + stable repeated command + same authority + 3 accepted executions.
At 5 repetitions: trait sampling begins.
At 12 repetitions: authority mimicry may enter the crown.
Counter: vary carrier, speaker, timing, phrase, or choice.



Chapter 26 — Four Bad Plans

E

ach plan worked until the party tried it, beginning when Damaris split twenty guards into four squads with different words for advance. The strips stayed flat until squads swapped posts, then one guard used the wrong word, two waited for a foreign sign, and a third charged early.


“Safe from copied commands and also safe from winning,” Petra said.

She crossed out the failed plan.

During the first test, Naomi tried willing pain links: one warm pinch meant hold, two meant move, and a cold line meant danger behind. The strips ignored it; however, six guards mistook the code for wounds.

“My body now believes my left knee is a message board,” one guard said.

“No war code should teach people to doubt real pain,” Naomi said while soothing each guard.

Across the yard, Petra set colored routes unprompted. Half the guards reached their targets; the others collided in practice lanes.

She crossed out nothing and said, “The plan is great, but your entire town is badly placed.”

With the melody failing, Adina changed the words, pitch, and beat for each sung call. Neither strips nor guards found a groove, so Trevor asked, “Was that left flank or low rank?”

She said, “The meant phrase was surely left flank,” and he replied, “The phrase reached me sounding just like bright tank.”

“That version remains fully accurate,” Petra said while pointing at his white-blue tunic.

She marked clearer words needed instead of defeat. All four plans resisted copying; however, none stayed safe and accurate.

The oldest councilor asked Trevor to pick. Naomi's pain code had the best score.

“It teaches guards that pain may mean motion, making the first real wound easier to miss,” Naomi said.

She favored trained binding words while Petra offered to steal the slate.

“Clear words improve with drills,” Adina said.

“Rehearsal creates repetition, and the Maw eats the version people learn best,” he said.

Four women argued in four styles. They used marks and ranks, harm, trapped routes, and the split between word and power.

Briefly, Trevor fought the urge to rank them. The Choir Eater was built to kill any normal raid call.

He put one black strip in each of four dirt rings. A line between two made both strips lean, while four lone rings stayed useless. The answer needed a bond without sameness.

Inside four failures, Trevor saw that each woman knew a different part of the threat, and choosing one would waste three.

He said, “We test them again; no one changes her plan to match mine.”

“You do not have a plan,” Damaris said with both arms folded.

He said, “That unfortunate absence should make matching it very easy.”

She tried to keep the officer's stare, but pride spoiled the effort when one corner of her mouth rose.

The second field test began with six live rakers and three loose black strips beneath the yard.

Black claws broke through the yard drains; still, the handlers had not opened the outer cages. The Choir Eater had sent six beasts through the mill roots during the drill, and three black strips broke their salt jars before climbing into the rakers through open wounds.

Suddenly, the entire practice map turned foe red: fourteen rakers, three Choir Eater fragments, twenty defenders, and forty-seven civilian witnesses.

The first tainted raker sang Adina's left-flank phrase; six guards turned. A second sent Naomi's cold pulse through the open links, and the same six searched behind them for a threat.

Next, the third tainted beast ran Petra's yellow route toward the bare yard gate.

At once, the drilled plans failed. Four advance words collided, real claws hid beside false pain, route teams crashed at yellow, and three sung lines chased one fast beast.

One raker broke through and reached the crowd.

At the crowd, Trevor crossed under Wing Guard. The creature ran along his left feathers toward a child, so he folded both bodies into the dirt.

The child's mother pulled her clear, chose the west gate, and drew five people with her.

A black strip entered his wing wound and found grooves made by Draw Fire, Wing Guard, and each spoken self-check.

Trevor Dwyer: male, nineteen.

His own proof returned in the Bell Maw's stolen voice, stripped of his intent and turned into an outside command.

Through memory, Trevor touched the soda callus at his thumb, saw the Ash Warden's wrist tell, and chose his next act for the child beyond the gate. No phrase looped.

The black strip lost his chosen self-groove.

She tore it free while Naomi saved the bitten memory. Quickly, Petra kicked it into a lone ring, and Adina wrote its path without repeating his words.

Four failures saved him without becoming one plan.

At last, Damaris raised one hand for him to choose their response.

So he pointed back at Damaris and returned the choice.

She marked the tainted rakers with three Judgment Brands: broken bell, hooked jaw, and split claw. The marks named targets without telling anyone how to strike.

She asked each guard whether to keep the pain links. Eleven said yes, nine closed theirs, and one warm pulse marked a black strip without ordering motion.

Quickly, Petra changed each stolen route. Yellow looped, blue ended beneath a net, and red climbed the roof where a tainted beast bared its belly.

She sang what each sign meant in fresh words, giving context instead of one looped act.

All four active plans still disagreed with one another.

But Damaris wanted the hooked jaw at the gate, Petra wanted it on the roof, Naomi needed it alive, and Adina needed one more copied call.

Many Voices I opened the final timing to all four women.

At the final timing, Trevor kept Split Ring between the plans. The low arc held Damaris and Petra, the high held Naomi and Adina, and each crossed sign shocked both.

The women felt costs without taking commands. Damaris gained Petra's blind turn, Petra gained Naomi's three breaths, Naomi gained Adina's exact word, and Adina gained Damaris's body mark.

The plans stayed bad alone, but each now covered one more's flaw.

“Choose the final turn yourselves,” Trevor said.

Then Damaris drove the beast toward Petra's yellow loop. Petra bent the route upward, Naomi pulsed when the strip reached its throat, and Adina sang the copied phrase backward.

The bare black strip slid from its throat.

Across the yard, Trevor crossed alone.

Fourteen rakers stood between him and the strip. The crowd saw Little Light gild his bare shoulders and bright thighs beneath sheer cloth.

His body looked too soft for the front, and he used that doubt without making it his own.

Draw Fire marked the center of his exposed chest.

Each clean raker turned toward him, leaving the four plans free to kill the true threat.

Together, Damaris broke the bell mark, Petra turned the hooked jaw, Naomi held its soul, and Adina broke the copied beat.

No pair acted on the same looped call.

All four attacks landed when he closed his wings around the strip. Counterpoint formed FOUR BAD PLANS, and Hope rose by ten.

And Damaris broke the raker's front legs. Petra used the falling body as a step, Naomi caught the strip in Death Ward, and Adina changed her copied verse.

At last, Trevor took the last gap and opened his wings, offering one bright founder route without a looped command.

The hungry strip took the bait, and gold crossed four paths; it tore apart inside his wings, ripping copied signs from each tainted raker.

Three guards who had chosen Naomi's link dropped when the false pain left, but the nine without links stayed up and caught them. Petra's route teams opened two ways out instead of one chase lane. Meanwhile, Damaris's squads used target marks without sharing an advance word.

She ended on the new count: four rakers.

At once, Trevor marked himself with Draw Fire, and the beasts charged. One caught his thigh above the blue wrap, while one more bit through the soft cloth at his waist. He held both against the pale body that looked least fit to live through them.

The wall guards chose four split attacks without a shared call.

An axe cut the thigh raker's spine while a door shield crushed the second against his wing. Two mill hands used Petra's yellow loop to flank the third, and the west captain killed the fourth without waiting for Damaris to name it.

She withdrew Death Ward after the beasts shed their stolen traits; Adina found no reply beneath the yard.

After battle, Trevor stayed with seven open wounds. The win yielded 700 XP and Level 13; he raised Agility and Focus to sixteen and Grace to twenty-one. Little Light refined around informed witnesses choosing different plans after he accepted greater visible danger.

She cleaned his waist while Petra stole two strips and Adina copied the mix rules in fresh words.

Slowly, Damaris waited until the others moved, then put one armored thigh between his bare legs and caught his blue waist wrap.

She said, “You truly used each warning we gave you.”

He said, “Once in a while, listening counts as high-level strategy.”

She said, “You let four bad plans stay bad long enough to become one good strike.”

Her praise warmed him more than the level. Meanwhile, the pressure of her thigh added a second heat with a much lower chance of being mistaken for trained respect.

He said, “You look very proud of me right now.”

She said, “I am deciding just how much reward those wounds permit.”

He said, “Naomi fixed each key area.”

Her gray-green gaze dropped below his belt as she said, “I will ask her for a full report.”

Suddenly, Adina called from the founder wall before Trevor could lose one more exchange.

The stolen church link had opened by itself for no apparent reason at all. White-gold text filled each owner list, and a closed halo seal turned above it.

SYSTEM // Two hundred and three saved. Yes, babe, the cute thing is working.
READOUT // Four bad plans formed — concord kill order
VITALS // HP 124/196 — ready | MP 151/242 — ready
Combination: four bad plans.
Effect: distinct plans converge once after costs are visible,
without surrendering timing or creating a repeatable groove.
Level: 13 | cumulative XP: 5,100.
Attributes: Strike 9 | endure 15 | move 16.
Attributes: Focus 16 | resist 17 | move gracefully 21.
Little light I: preserves hope when informed witnesses choose different plans
after Trevor accepts greater visible danger.
Hope now measures 30 out of 60 | dissonance: 15 out of 100.
Priority white target: Trevor Dwyer — unauthorized founder / escaped choir property.
Order: destroy founder body | recover active voices for cleansing | erase ownership disclosures.
Agent: Junia Serrat | dominion angel | oath of concord paladin | level 22.
Arrival: 4 days.



Chapter 27 — The Refugee Column

T

he refugees nearly reached the south bridge before demons struck from behind.


Two hundred people crowded the road between mill ward and west shrine. Handcarts bore children, flour, salt, and wounded while thirty guards held the threatened bridge.

Only six local guards stood behind them.

Along the road, Trevor wore white-and-blue cloth that bared his shoulders, waist, and upper thighs, with aligned wings as the one broad guard on his slender body.

Petra's runner dropped from a roof and landed beside him. She pointed behind the last wagon, where black raker backs moved through the tall wheat.

Adina passed the count down the line in plain words: twenty-four rakers, two bearing Choir Eater flesh, and one larger shape bending the grain beyond Halo Sight.

The front guards turned back toward the threatened rear.

At the bridge, Trevor stopped them with the combat map instead of an order. Six probable marks still threatened the crossing.

“Front chooses its bridge; rear chooses the column,” he said.

The captain kept twenty-four guards ahead and sent six helpers back; Trevor now had twelve against a stronger pack.

Fair raid math for real armor. He had brought bright cloth, long lashes, soft skin, and a waist Damaris could span using both hands; naturally, the System liked the risky mismatch.

He shared the full pane in public. Beside the petite body, he set Male / He-Him and his fixed age where all could read them before the first strike.

The facts cut confusion without making him less lovely.

“Rear wagons keep moving; anyone who stays chooses a job: shield, pull, carry, signal, or fight,” he said.

Most refugees moved on; however, nine volunteers stayed behind.

The first rakers broke from the wheat, and he used Draw Fire through direct sight before opening both wings across the road. Gold marked his soft chest beneath the tunic.

Each clear demon turned directly toward him.

The witnesses acted before the beasts reached the road: two lifted doors as shields, three pulled the last wagon faster, and one climbed the grain cart to signal the column while Elske drew her wood axe from beneath a flour sack and Mara seized the rear wheel when it struck a rut.

They moved with purpose, yet chose for themselves.

Hope rose by three clear points.

The feeding organ learned the conversion rule before the second rush.

One human mouth copied his voice at a higher pitch. “Please help me in the wheat.”

In the wheat, a small white shape lay with blonde hair across its face and one broken wing. From a distance it copied him while hiding the curve of chest, hips, and thighs.

Seven worried refugees left the moving line at once.

Again, he shared Halo Sight: no soul, no age field, and no link to his real founder body.

He called, “The danger is real, but the victim is not.”

The first two refugees stopped, but three ran on because a child might still hide beneath the trick. Elske moved between them and the wheat; Mara pulled the rope until the cart scout marked the decoy black.

The false Trevor opened both eyes as black mouths filled the pretty face; hidden rakers sprang from the wheat stalks around it.

Inside the wheat, Damaris caught the left pair while Petra kicked the nearest refugee toward Elske. Naomi laid a green path home without sealing anyone in.

Clearly, Adina changed the copied plea into a question: “Which help reaches the living?”

The runners chose quickly. One returned to a handcart, another carried a shield to his rear line, and the third climbed the grain wagon to hold the black signal where the column could track it.

Cuteness refused to count each response to the false body and rewarded only the later choices, once each person could see the true threat map.

The lesson cut both ways: his beauty could reveal risk or lure good people into a trap. Cuteness had to tell more truth.

Rakers struck suddenly. Claws tore white feathers and drove Trevor back against the wagon while one creature ducked beneath his left wing and lunged for his bare thigh.

Damaris instantly stepped between him and the lunging creature.

Her flail broke its jaw, and her armored hip covered his open side while he regained his stance.

“That attack entered through my front,” he said.

“We are both holding our rear line,” she replied.

Her plate covered half his bare waist. He hated needing aid while he liked the woman giving it.

At last, the larger shape crashed onto the road.

A raker pack mother dragged a black feeding organ under its belly. Human mouths opened on the flesh and looped the rear-guard jobs in his voice.

Shield and pull. Carry. Signal. Fight.

The demons had repeated them five unsafe times during the first rush.

He pointed guards to jobs on the civic map, changed who carried each task, and closed the spoken path. Adina then replaced each word with a fresh verse that named danger instead of action.

The huge pack mother charged directly toward the last wagon.

Naomi laid Death Ward across his wings, and green light held each feather true to his shape without numbing the claws buried beneath them.

She said, “You are bleeding through three wraps.”

He said, “Those wraps are mostly decorative.”

“Then make some effort to bleed less attractively,” Naomi said.

She pushed him up by the hips, checked his stance, and returned to the hurt. Her ward stayed a second guard.

Hope rose by four when those behind him saw him advance through the pain.

In front of the wagon, he met the pack mother. Its shoulder struck below his breasts and tore both feet from the road. He locked his wings around its ribs, too light to stop the rush and too stubborn to let go.

The charging demon carried him backward along the road.

Then Petra landed squarely on the pack mother's spine.

She set one bare foot between the human mouths and used Step Between to shift Trevor from the beast's front to the flour wagon. The move saved him but left Petra on the demon.

He hated losing the tank spot, even while his body eagerly answered Petra's hand at his waist with sharp pleasure.

He genuinely enjoyed being guarded by the women, and that private admission irritated him more than the landing.

Petra drove Radiant Palm into the feeding organ and changed its copied route from rear guards to demon pack. The human mouths sent his job words at the rakers.

The confused raker pack turned violently on itself.

Hope rose by two when witnesses pulled her off the demon instead of cheering his fall; it rewarded informed action, never admiration alone.

The hurt feeding organ tore itself free.

It landed under the grain cart and opened all its mouths. One copied his Draw Fire call, and one copied Damaris's mark; a third sent Naomi's ward pulse through the linked women, while the fourth traced Petra's changed path.

Adina boldly stepped onto the rolling grain cart.

She used no copied phrase. Her song named each soul who had made a free choice in the rear guard: shield bearers, wheel pullers, scout, axe fighter, healer, monk, inquisitor, and stubborn angel in a skirt.

The organ could not compress that varied list into one reusable power groove.

And she bent the last note to his two-ring tone. Copied orders struck her song and broke before reaching his Crown.

He caught Adina carefully by the waist when the blow threw her from the cart, and her long braids swept his face while she kept singing.

She said, “I had my landing under control,” when the last note ended.

He said, “You guarded my halo from copied power.”

She replied, “You guarded my landing from a painful failure.”

“Mutual rescue is a sound party rule,” he said.

“Your hands may stay just where they are,” Adina said from his arms.

He warmed at her praise but set her down because the pack mother still lived. Holding her longer would prove only good taste.

Four women now guarded him four ways: they shared his front, let him feel honest pain, kept one path unclaimed, and protected his Crown.

None treated him as weak, and all treated him as worth keeping.

Yet he wanted it badly enough to resent how deeply it pleased him.

The pack mother reached the last wagon as Elske struck its torn jaw and Mara freed the wheel from the rut; the refugees pulled hard while two shield bearers closed behind them.

So he ran at the demon using both wings tucked. His slim body slid between its forelegs. He caught the loose organ and tied the beast to its copied route.

“Damaris, choose a mark.”

She placed Judgment Brand on the feeding organ instead of the skull.

“Naomi, choose what lives.”

She closed her ward around each human trait trapped inside the black flesh.

“Petra, choose a route.”

She marked a path from the organ through the pack mother's open ribs.

“Adina, choose the words.”

She used no words; one low note carried the timing without a repeatable command.

At last, he chose freely and took the final hit.

He drove both gold halo rings through the marked path. Damaris broke the organ, Naomi held the stolen traits, Petra opened the ribs, and Adina broke each copied voice at once.

The dead pack mother fell behind the moving column.

The refugees did not stop; they bore the living, the salt, and the saved soul traits across the south bridge while the rear guard killed the last rakers.

SYSTEM // Cuteness converts attention, not consent. We are charming, not fraudulent.
READOUT // Refugee column saved — cuteness conversion verified
VITALS // HP 77/196 — strained | MP 104/242 — strained
Evacuees delivered: 203/203.
Rear-guard deaths: 0.
Serious wounds: 7.
Choir eater organs destroyed: 1.
Public witnesses added: 146.
Witness pool: 64 -> 210.
Hope gained: +9.
Hope: 48 out of 60.
Trevor Dwyer: age 19 | male / he-him | female founder-body angel.
He now looks 77 out of 85 cute and 63 out of 75 alluring.
Rule: cuteness gains attention; truth and free action determine hope.
No gain: concealed danger | staged helplessness | coerced rescue | mistaken age or identity | admiration alone.
Town-defense combination threshold: met.
Update: Cuteness combat conversion: verified.


The saved column walked into the west shrine under its own power. Each soul had seen the full combat map, his identity pane, and proof that four free choices could hold one road.

No demon crossed the span. The rear guard came through last.

The cart scout kept the black decoy flag, painted a gold warning mark on it, and hung the cloth over the shrine door as a warning against each new copy of his body.

Later, Mara placed the saved soul traits under Naomi's ward. Elske served soup from the pot she had guarded at dawn. The two shield bearers returned their doors to the homes that had lent them. Raker claws and one white feather marked each door.

He took back the feathers. He hated how often others had covered him, yet kept each one.

Three Bridges now held enough free witnesses to power Counterpoint across the town.


Chapter 28 — Better Gear, Less Cover

T

hree Bridges made Trevor's first real armor from a dead demon and two torn banners. His party supplied each opinion.


The wall clothiers worked while the outer watch counted shapes in the fields. They cut white radiant cloth across his chest and laid it over the soft battle tunic. His shoulders, waist, and upper thighs stayed bare.

New armor with less cover than the torn outfit it replaced.

He studied his bare thighs and said, “Real armor usually covers each weak spot.”

She tightened a blue strap beneath his breasts. “Steel covers the whole body. Faith's Aegis needs people to see the risk.”

With one finger, he traced the bare waist and said, “My stomach is now a public service.”

Across the cutting table, Petra cradled his new boots and said, “It has served this party admirably all week.”

Beside her, Naomi hid a smile and stitched green ward thread through the cuirass. Meanwhile, Adina wrote four fresh verses inside the hem. The Choir Eater could not follow one repeated phrase.

Together, the cloth layers held Bell Maw bronze. Each plate had boiled in grave salt until the stolen voices left it. Across his ribs and breastbone, thin scales added protection without bulk.

His narrow waist stayed fully bare between the cuirass and split skirt.

With a padded knife, Damaris tested the cut and struck the white cuirass first. Bell bronze spread the force across six scales and left one broad mark. Her second strike stopped a finger from his bare side.

He turned on instinct, but the light boots held the dye-slick floor while the split skirt cleared his hips.

After the turn, Damaris dropped the knife and said, “The armor passes, but your flinch still needs work.”

He guarded his side and said, “That padded knife was heading directly for my kidney.”

“Your vulnerable kidney got adequate warning before the test.”

Along the lining, Naomi stitched a ward loop and left the bare waist outside it. It stopped copied power through the plates but could not stop a claw through skin.

Across the floor, Petra marked three paths for the half-built boots. The first sole slipped, so she cut grooves in the leather; the second caught loose thread until Damaris shortened the wrap. At last, the third held through a jump, turn, and hard stop that tested each blue strap.

All four women closely inspected the final result.

With grave care, Adina nodded and said, “The whole design holds under stress.”

He folded both arms over the cuirass and said, “You study banned theology with that face.”

She widened her innocent eyes and said, “That strict study has many handy branches.”

Between tests, Adina changed the inner verses. It refused a looped command before taking four fresh lines, making her wording part of the armor.

He indicated his waist and asked, “What protects this entire strip of exposed skin?”

All four women looked directly at the strip of pale skin.

From the table, Petra supplied the answer: “The exposed waist protects party morale.”

He pointed at Damaris. “Give me the trained answer.”

She ran one bare knuckle along his side and said, “Motion protects the waist; Naomi's ward protects the soul; I protect anyone who reaches it; and the view still protects morale.”

At once, the clothiers found urgent work on the other table.

Instead, the System named the build Witness Cloth I. For defense, the radiant cuirass gave twelve points of armor, nine of aether resistance, and twenty percent stronger Hope transmission while Trevor knowingly accepted visible danger. Its Bell Maw bronze resisted copied commands. Even so, the skirt cost no motion but admitted that its upper-thigh protection was low.

It refused to attune inside the dye house; he needed an earned hit, informed witnesses, and a choice carrying real danger.

Promptly, Petra gave the fastest route to all three requirements.

She led him onto the dye-house roof, where town archers practiced against clay rakers in the field. One bolt carried a ward tip strong enough to test the cuirass but weak enough to leave only a bruise.

“I conduct the shot,” Petra said. “You stand fully still, and the outfit proves it works.”

He eyed the roof gap and asked, “Is standing still your entire bad plan?”

She grinned and said, “No—the bad plan starts after the archer misses.”

She handed the bow to a wall archer and stepped onto the far roof; he shared the test terms with the people below. One shot at the cuirass. No shot toward bare skin. Anyone could stop the test by dropping a red cloth.

Suddenly, the archer drew as a real raker came over the wall behind Petra.

He caught the motion inside Halo Sight II. Warning her by the phrase used during the Bell hunt risked a controlling groove; therefore, he marked the roof edge yellow and ran.

And the wall archer released the ward-tipped test bolt behind him.

Turning sharply toward the raker. Behind him, the test bolt crossed empty air as he jumped the gap. One wing caught wind. His new boots found Petra's marked tile; Body Adaptation carried him over the landing without a fix step.

He had not landed when the raker struck Petra's exposed calf; she drove Radiant Palm through its jaw, but black claws stayed buried in her leg.

Seven hundred fifty experience lifted Trevor to level fourteen. At once, Willing Burden opened as his single gave Mercy skill: for thirty seconds, he could take one quarter of a named injury from an informed, willing ally. Crown authority could not unlock it.

He bought it.

He named the exact cost and asked, “Petra, twenty-five percent of the calf wound for thirty seconds—yes or no?”

She met his eyes and said, “Yes, but keep your hands fully off my route.”

Then gold crossed between them, and one claw vanished from Petra's leg before entering his bare thigh above the blue wrap.

Instantly, pain locked his knee while the short skirt showed each witness just where the skill had placed it.

Hope rose from each informed witness around them.

Next, the raker pulled its trapped claws through Petra's left wound. He got only one quarter of the wound, yet Willing Burden carried the beast's path with it, and his leg jerked toward the roof edge as if the demon still held him.

Before he fell, Petra caught the blue waist strap and said, “That skill transfers force memory with the wound.”

He clung to the roof and said, “That is a very handy mechanical note.”

“You can thank me after both of us stop bleeding.”

But the raker rushed both of them. Petra's torn calf held her to one small step while his borrowed wound kept his left knee bent. They had lost their best moves for different reasons.

He set one wing against the chimney as a third leg. Across his bare waist, the cuirass flexed freely. She planted her good foot on his braced thigh, stepped over the creature, and landed behind its tail.

The wounded raker lunged toward Petra.

He pulled the blue strap from Petra's grip and looped it around the demon's neck. Damaris had doubled the cloth through the cuirass seam, and the stronger strap held.

He dragged the creature against the Bell Maw lining. Copied voices burst from the bronze and confused its feeding organ long enough for Petra to strike.

The forgotten test bolt struck Trevor in the back.

Bell Maw bronze spread the ward force through the cloth cuirass, and white fabric flashed gold. His bare waist took no damage. The lined chest and ribs held the blow without blocking his wings.

He landed on one knee beside Petra and caught the raker by the neck, then he dragged it against his bleeding thigh until Draw Fire fixed its focus on him.

Petra stepped through his marked shadow, struck from below, and broke its spine.

At thirty seconds, the wound came back to Petra at three-quarter strength. Naomi reached the roof before either fighter could pretend the cost was small.

She pointed at both fighters and said, “Trevor took the bleeding while Petra kept the torn muscle, so sit down.”

Both wounded fighters obediently sat on the roof.

On Petra's rooftop route, two hurt fighters and one honest limit.

Naomi healed Petra's calf first because the deeper harm stayed hers. Damaris checked the cuirass with care. Adina asked the witnesses which part of the test had made Hope.

They named his known risk, Petra's chosen transfer, the continued fight, and the bare wound; no one named the outfit alone.

That answer finished the attunement. Body Adaptation climbed from sixty-six to seventy-five percent. Five Hope made the moved wound stable, leaving forty-three of eighty-five. Dissonance rose to twenty-one from dual-ring strain. The numbers beside his identity did not move.

One brief look down at the finished build. The white cuirass framed his chest while blue straps narrowed the waist. Split panels left both thighs bare above light boots. The gear worked because the body looked soft enough to need a guard and moved well enough to live without one.

He genuinely liked the image waiting in a roof puddle.

That answer no longer shocked him. The beauty belonged to the body he used. Using it well served goals that stayed his. His male identity stayed fixed beside each stat.

Damaris carried the dead raker to the wall crew. Naomi followed with Adina to record the wound-share limits. Petra chose to stay alone with Trevor on the roof.

“Would you prefer some actual privacy?” he asked.

She disconnected from the Choir, and her place, senses, and desire vanished from his Crown. Petra took his wrist and led him behind the chimney, where the wall and dye-house windows lost sight of them.

“You honored my limit and did not chase the next kiss,” she said.

“I can follow at least one key order.”

“That sounds dangerously promising, so I should reward it before it turns a habit.”

Petra pushed Trevor against the warm brick chimney and kissed him.

This time she gave him enough warning to answer, and he caught her waist. Petra opened his mouth with her tongue and pressed one firm thigh between his legs; she stayed clear of the fresh wound and found each unhurt place around it.

The founder body responded with open hunger as his nipples tightened beneath the new cuirass. Heat gathered between his thighs and made the light pressure of Petra's leg far less light.

He wanted more, and he let Petra receive that in the low sound against her mouth instead of turning it into one more failed line.

She kissed him until his hands moved beneath the yellow coat and found bare skin at her waist.

Then Petra's deliberate halt to the heated fight.

“We are not having sex yet,” she said.

He kept his hands where she had allowed them. “Your choice controls this fight. Do you want me to move?”

“No, because I want you frustrated and respectful at the same time.”

“That build requirement has been thoroughly met.”

She laughed against his lips. “I need to leave, return, want you again, and find the door still open. One test was for the Choir, but this one is for me.”

“Then you choose just when our pact changes.”

“That is the correct answer,” Petra said.

Petra kissed him once more, shorter and softer, then removed his hands from her waist; she reconnected only after crossing safely to the next roof.

Her desire returned while linked because she chose to bring it back.

Steadily, Trevor stayed behind the chimney with an aching female body, a clear male identity, and no complaint worth making. Petra had given him a limit and a promise in the same breath.

The outer-watch alarm interrupted his attempt to walk normally.

Adina's channel opened above the roofs, and a watcher's view filled the public panel: sunset fields, the Crown Road, and a demon wave moving through the wheat.

The Choir Eater walked behind the approaching rakers.

The Choir Eater stood taller than the grain towers. Linked human bodies formed its chest. Bell Maw jaws opened along both arms, and each mouth practiced his voice while it approached Three Bridges.

SYSTEM // New cloth, new skill, same pretty menace standing between civilians and teeth.
READOUT // Level 14 — witness cloth attuned
VITALS // HP 174/206 — ready | MP 219/242 — ready
SKILL COST // Willing Burden I: 12 MP to open, then 1 MP per 2 HP shifted.
Attributes: Strike 10 | endure 16 | move 16.
Attributes: Focus 16 | resist 18 | move gracefully 21.
Willing burden I: acquired / proven.
Body adaptation: 75%.
He now looks 77 out of 85 cute and 63 out of 75 alluring.
Hope now measures 43 out of 85 | dissonance: 21 out of 100.
Update: Outer watch — siege contact.
Rakers: 312 | bell maws: 4.
Choir eater: 1 / fully mobile.
Estimated wall contact: 9 hours.
Town-defense witness threshold: met.
Counterpoint combination pool: available.
Siege begins tonight.


Willing Burden opened for 12 MP, then charged another point for every 2 HP he pulled off someone else. With 219 MP he could save a crowd. With 174 HP he could still kill himself doing it, which made target order more important than heroics.


Chapter 29 — The Night Before the Wave

T

he Choir Eater reached the outer farms before first watch, walking behind rakers that burned in lamp-oil ditches beneath Three Bridges. Orange fire crossed the black fields in parallel lines, yet the vast shape behind them never slowed.


Steadily, Trevor stood on the east tower in Witness Cloth as the siege clock fell from nine hours to under three. Cold wind pressed the short white skirt against his thighs while Bell Maw bronze guarded his ribs, leaving his open waist and shoulders to each gust.

Soon, Damaris joined him with the broken Concord seal removed from her armor and one strip of his first blue road sash tied in its place.

Damaris joined him and said, “It has reached the second ditch.”

Slowly, the Choir Eater stepped through the fire as human bodies shifted across its chest and opened their mouths. A hundred stolen voices rolled his retreat call over the fields, well copied and stripped of each honest purpose.

The town guards answered through hand marks, colored cloth, and bells with changing patterns. No squad looped the false call; however, the monster kept walking.

His sight counted 287 rakers, four Bell Maws, 214 ready defenders, and 210 public witnesses. Hope held at forty-three; the Choir link stayed open with Damaris, and her exit permission stayed enabled.

That open link troubled him more than the army below. Damaris had never treated his power as a right to intimacy; still, they had never tested whether Heaven made refusal harder for her while making his new body easier to want. Her desire had grown through each fight, refusal, touch, and kiss, yet the link also carried his power and four days of shared pain. From inside it, he could not prove which part belonged to her alone.

The problem shadowed each private moment since Damaris kissed him before the town chain. Their first Rite still tied them through combat, sleep, healing, and fear. Trevor trusted Damaris, but not a System built by Heaven to hide an owner beneath a holy hymn.

He kept his eyes on the fields and said, “If the link changed what you want, neither of us could test the result from inside it.”

She set both forearms on the wall and said, “You think I want you because your Crown rewards wanting you.”

He allowed himself one smile and said, “I think wanting me makes great sense.”

Dryly, she said, “Your modesty remains fully breathtaking.”

He tapped the glowing number and asked, “Have you looked at my current Cuteness score?”

Her focus went over his face and body again before she said. “Often and with trained care.”

Then he kept the joke from replacing the point and said, “This body draws focus, the Choir shares desire, and my power moves people during a siege. Before any of that reaches a bed, I need one clean answer it did not supply.”

Damaris traced the blue cloth at her shoulder and asked, “What happens if I leave and do not return?”

The question struck harder than the Choir Eater's stolen retreat call.

He said at once, “Then I hold the wall, miss you, and keep the promise.”

She tested the edge. “No pursuit?”

He shook his head. “No.”

Again, she pressed him. “No case after we survive the war?”

He faced her fully. “You can refuse me forever, and I will accept it.”

She knew him well enough to say, “You would hate living with that answer.”

But he said, “I hate losing, but I hate winning by changing what counts even more.”

A bare knuckle lifted his chin while Damaris said, “That answer is why I came to share first watch.”

He held her gaze. “I want to release your Choir link fully.”

Silence held while Damaris watched the fields. “Why do it tonight?”

He said, “Because I need to know you can leave before this turns into anything more.”

She reminded him, “I have left you before when I chose it.”

He said, “That was before Petra joined us, before the town and the class route, and before whatever tonight becomes.”

She turned from the wall; gray-green eyes crossed his split halo, refined face, cloth cuirass, bare waist, and the thighs he had stopped trying to hide from her.

At last, she said, “You mean before I take you to bed.”

Trevor's body answered the plain words with heat beneath the skirt. “That is one very likely fight.”

And she added, “Your flirting has failed for six straight days, Trevor, so I am taking over.”

He had survived demons, a death squad, wounds to his soul, and a fitting with all four women present. Her statement left him helpless.

Still, he managed, “The link comes first.”

Unblinking, Damaris unbuckled her flail and placed it against the wall. “Open the release.”

He hid no clause. The release pane showed full memory and autonomy, no owner, and no penalty to Damaris's mind, class, or civic standing. Choir skills would end at once. Her private thoughts would become hers alone, and only she could reconnect.

She read each term, then said, “Do it now.”

He released her from the Choir.

The warm place beside his thoughts went empty as Wing Guard lost her chosen cover arc. Damaris's judgment marks faded from his threat map; the quiet desire he had grown used to vanished alongside each other private feeling.

She stayed on the cold tower as one free woman in dented armor.

One woman, one open gate, and no unseen leash.

He searched her face and asked, “Is anything missing from you?”

Slowly, Damaris checked the blue cloth, her flail, the fire lines, and at last him. “I still remember wanting to push you against this wall.”

He flushed because the answer existed outside the link, making it more risky to his concentration.

He gave her the route. “You can leave this tower, the town, and my defense command. The west postern remains open for scouts, and I will not follow you through Halo Sight.”

She nodded. “I know the route and the terms.”

She took the flail and walked alone down the tower stair; he stayed behind to hold first watch alone.

The gap inside his Crown hurt, but he closely tracked the Choir Eater, checked the burning ditches, and refused to search public panels for Damaris. Five minutes stretched into ten without a blue soul line.

The second ditch went dark when its lamp oil burned out, and rakers promptly filled the cooling trench.

Carefully, Trevor sent one yellow threat mark to each wall squad and changed its carrier before a controlling groove formed. Because no link stayed, Damaris got nothing through the Choir and owed his warning no response.

Fifteen minutes passed without her return.

Then a raker climbed the outside of the tower.

Its claws found mortar beneath the wall, and he caught the black wrist before the creature pulled itself over. Draw Fire needed direct sight, leaving him with only one clear arm to target.

He wrapped the town chain around its elbow and leaned backward; even so, his petite body lacked the weight to drag a full raker from stone. Witness Cloth flashed when two wall guards observed his bare waist bend beneath the strain, but Hope gave no replacement for leverage.

Against the stair post, Trevor locked one white wing into a brace; he walked the taut chain backward until the demon's shoulder scraped across rough stone.

Then the raker used Damaris's stolen voice to whisper, “Let go of me.”

Her absence inside his Crown made the imitation easier to judge and harder to bear.

He changed the carrier, stamped one light boot on the chain, and freed both hands. Through the beast's controlling groove, Halo Sight II drove until the black arm lost its hold.

The raker fell into darkness without one more cry.

Two guards reached the tower, and one offered to finish first watch. He stayed because leaving might cross Damaris on the stairs or turn freedom into a staged test she could pass only by returning.

He sent both guards back with three different threat marks and no spoken order.

Twenty minutes passed before boots climbed the tower stair.

Twenty empty minutes beneath a stolen voice and burning fields.

At last, Damaris returned without her flail or Choir link.

She had removed the chest plate and gauntlets, leaving a dark blue tunic that covered her from collar to mid-thigh and tied tightly around an athletic waist. Her braid hung loose over one shoulder.

No soul line entered Trevor's halo when she approached.

She reported, “I left the tower and walked to the west postern. The gate guard offered to open it for me, and I chose to return.”

She had gone farther than Trevor expected. Dark mud covered her tunic's hem, and a fresh red scratch crossed one calf from the outer thorn hedge.

Her own mud, her own scratch, and her own return.

Free of the link, she had weighed each cost. “Junia's order names me for cleansing, the wall may fall, and you may become a target strong enough to kill all beside you.”

He held his answer and waited until she ended choosing the words.

Then she reviewed him. “You are reckless with your wings, awful at courtship, and too pleased when a woman calls you pretty. Yet you listen after making the joke, and you keep the worst promise when breaking it would be easier. I want you with no gold line telling me that I should.”

Her clean answer cut through each clever defense.

A free answer before battle, and a free choice then.

He swallowed and said, “That is a very strong review.”

Dryly, she added, “I omitted your ass to preserve the serious tone.”

His throat tightened around the next question. “Do you want the Choir link back?”

She held out one hand. “Open the complete offer for me.”

On the pane, each clause returned. Attentively, Damaris read the binding field, exit right, refusal compact, and Dissonance; she changed one term so desire stayed private unless she chose to share it.

Only then did she renew the Choir link herself.

Warmth returned beside his thoughts, with Damaris's steady duty first. Desire followed only after she opened that private part of herself.

The force brightened both halo rings. Damaris returned with the same wants she had named outside Choir Reach, plus the itch from her thorn scratch and a private heat she opened only after the link settled.

He gave Naomi's wound-care channel, but Damaris kept the small pain until the end of watch. The scratch marked the path she had walked alone.

He accepted that free choice as well.

One tap closed the panel. Damaris stepped closer until her armored height crowded him against the tower wall.

“Do you want me?” she asked.

“I have been staring at your mouth for ten minutes.”

“You stare at maps longer.”

He caught her belt and pulled. “Maps do not have your ass.”

Her smile promised consequences. “Better.”

Then Damaris took over just as promised.

Against the tower wall, she kissed Trevor without one more test. She opened his lips with her tongue and held his narrow waist in both hands, as he had imagined during the fitting.

Using both hands, he caught her hips while Witness Cloth pressed cold against his back and she grew warm his front. His breasts rose beneath the cuirass, and the female body softened between his thighs before he could pretend the response belonged elsewhere.

More than anything, he wanted the pleasure because Damaris gave it to him.

One more kiss ended when she hooked two fingers beneath his cuirass strap.

The answer came at once: “Yes, you may remove it.”

Carefully, Damaris untied the blue straps and lifted Bell Maw bronze and white cloth over his head. Only the soft tunic stayed, and she drew it down until his breasts filled both hands.

Under the first firm stroke across his nipples, his back arched as pleasure ran through his chest and gathered in a wet pulse between his legs.

Still, Damaris studied his face and asked, “Is this still a yes?”

He gasped, “It is considerably more yes.”

Over one nipple, her warm lips replaced a hand while her thumb worked the other. Trevor gripped the stone wall above his head but failed to keep quiet.

Across the tower wall, his helpless sound carried.

Breathless, he said, “The guards below know we are supposed to be on watch.”

Smiling, she said, “Then watch me more closely.”

Slowly, Damaris lifted her head and let her gaze travel down his soft chest, narrow waist, split skirt, and tense thighs.

Beneath the blue skirt panel, her hand slid.

Before that touch reached its target, he caught her wrist and guided it beneath the skirt.

“Touch me,” he said. “And lead.”

Damaris kissed him and moved her hand lower.

Before her fingers reached him, the first siege horn sounded.

Far too early, its blast came from the south bridge, followed by two broken notes from the east wall and fire above the mill.

At once, Damaris withdrew her hand, and he pulled the tunic over his breasts while both turned toward the fields.

The Choir Eater occupied the initial ditch beyond the wall. Its demonic rakers charged Three Bridges.

SYSTEM // Siege contact confirmed. Put the lashes away and pick up the shield.
READOUT // Siege start — early contact
VITALS // HP 206/206 — full | MP 242/242 — full
Linked ally: Damaris Pike.
• Memory integrity: 100.
• Autonomy: 100.
Projected contact: 02:19:44.
Actual contact: now.
Cause: underground mill route reopened.
First wave: 96 rakers / 2 bell maws.
East gate threat: critical.



Chapter 30 — First Wave

W

hile the tower shook beneath the siege horn, Damaris fastened Trevor's cuirass. Rakers flooded the dead fire ditch below. One strap fought her fingers as he held the plate against his breasts and ignored where her hand had been going.


She muttered, “This would be easier without the armor.”

He said, “You made a powerful case for removing it.”

She pulled the knot tight enough to steal his breath. “We finish this after the wall.”

The promise crossed their chosen link without binding weight; he wanted it badly, but first he wanted all below alive.

He jumped from the east tower.

One wing caught wind while the other struck the stair and shed three feathers. His evolved joints turned the landing into a fast stumble through two shield lines without a fall.

The south bridge vanished behind black bodies. Ninety-six rakers split around town. Half climbed the walls while the rest poured from the mill drain. Two Bell Maws followed with bronze throats beneath human faces.

Purposely opening Split Ring across the defense map.

She took the east gate without asking. Her second voice, Naomi, ran where the wounded and south reserve shared one street. One more voice, Petra, vanished across the mill roofs. The fourth, Adina, raised both hands from the shrine steps.

Together, four plans entered his halo. He said no to crush them into one answer; the map counted seventeen local choices and no founder orders. Each choice spoiled one more repeated command.

One threat, five minds, and no perfect commander.

Adina sang from the shrine, “Send them terms instead of orders.”

He shaped Many Voices around four questions: Which wall stood, which route held civilians, which threat had two witnesses, and what did each squad need?

Soon, answers returned in their own words. The south captain needed space, a mill worker needed rope, Elske's refuge squad held a blue retreat route; Colm's reserve had spears but no healer.

But the Choir Eater could not turn twenty honest answers into one mouth.

Before he ended sorting them, the first raker reached him.

Above each armored guard, Draw Fire marked his white-blue body; the demon left a fallen spearman, cleared the shield line, and drove both claws at Trevor's bare waist.

He caught one wrist with the town chain; the other claw cut through Witness Cloth and opened his side.

At once, pain brought the whole morning into focus.

He turned inside its reach, braced one boot behind its ankle, and pulled until it fell across his narrow hips. Lacking the Might to throw it clear, he opened Wing Guard beneath its back and snapped both wings upward.

The demon rolled over the shield line. Then three guards killed it unprompted.

As the guards saw blood and advanced, Witness Cloth sealed half the cut. Hope warmed the cuirass as a given resource, never a forced urge.

At the gatehouse, Damaris broke a second raker. Her desire beside hard battle judgment sent heat through Trevor at the worst moment.

Naomi caught the reaction from half a street away and called, “Your pulse is surely not blood loss.”

Petra laughed from a roof while the bard missed one note and returned with a needless rhyme for erection.

He drove his chain hook through a raker's jaw. “My current body cannot have one of those.”

From above, Petra called, “The key concept survived translation.”

She struck her next target harder than needed; all three women had noted the renewed link, his swollen mouth, and the rushed cuirass. Naomi reacted with desire, Petra stored blackmail; Adina turned both into doctrine. None treated Damaris's chosen place as theft.

A bond spacious enough for each free desire to remain real.

A Bell Maw split from collar to belly at the south bridge. Its bronze throat released his voice from a butchered human shell.

“Each squad must close on me promptly.”

Not one free squad obeyed the stolen command.

Instead, the south captain asked what stood behind it. Two citizens named six rakers, a broken cart, and a cellar holding eight children.

The captain fell back three paces; it followed until Colm's reserve entered from an alley and struck its side with six plain spears.

All of it happened beyond Trevor's view.

Through the Choir, helpers shared pressure, fear without compulsion, and a request for Naomi when the throat turned toward Colm.

She refused his shortest route. She cast Death Ward over the infirmary, sent Mara with the care satchel, and stayed with two guards pinned beneath a wagon.

Without his direction, Mara reached Colm.

Again, the Bell Maw released his copied call. Colm's squad changed line when the south captain marked its left leg, then six spears entered the joint before Mara drove a shrine blade through its throat.

The monster collapsed across the bridge. Many Voices gave Open Chorus: spread questions, conditions, and facts while preserving each voice and refusal. It carried no founder command bonus.

He accepted while a raker climbed his chain.

It spread across five split channels, with an empty blue-gold spot above the four full voices; the skill recruited none and just made room.

Quickly, the town filled that room with free choices.

Elske's refuge squad reported smoke in the cooper lane. Petra stayed out of sight on the mill roof while roof tiles split and rafters bowed beneath her unseen opponent; he could call Elske back or send an open wing squad.

Instead, he asked what gear she had.

“We have two axes, wet blankets, nine walkers, and one woman who knows each cooper cellar,” Elske said.

“What do you need from the town?”

“We need the west stair kept clear.”

He marked the condition, and the west captain chose five guards for the stair while keeping twelve against the wall. She entered the smoke beyond his view.

Her squad found three trapped families. They broke through the next cellar and moved eleven people beneath wet blankets, reaching the shrine after the east wall took Trevor's full focus.

No founder order stood behind that rescue; the Chorus kept one route clear while people who knew the ground did the work.

Fresh Hope came from witnesses beyond his view.

It strengthened his cloth, brightened safe routes, and gave each squad one moment free from panic; he spent twenty points to hold the effect without choosing how anyone used it.

Then the Choir Eater changed the shape of its attack.

Outside, each raker turned toward the west wall. From his spot, the move looked like a mass breach; at once, the map gave one answer: pull reserves west before the second Bell Maw reached the east gate.

He nearly sent that perfect single order.

Soon, it returned three facts. The west captain saw no ladders beneath the rakers. A cooper heard claws at the drain stones, and Petra marked water beneath the mill.

The mass at the wall was a shield for the breach organ under town; it wanted the reserve moved.

He sent those three facts through split voices and asked each ward what the pattern threatened.

But the west captain kept his guards aboveground. Two mill workers opened an old sluice without Petra. River water swept nine hidden rakers into a salt grate. Meanwhile, Naomi sent four walking wounded to hold it with spears and stayed beside patients who could not move.

And all three choices differed from his plan, yet each worked.

Beside him, a young guard studied the gold light gathering along her shield. “Does this Hope make me loyal to you?”

Purposely opening the effect details within easy reach of her shield. The light gave panic recovery, route clarity, and steadier shared skills; it compelled no loyalty or affection, added no founder bonus, and left an open opt-out.

Quickly, the guard read the final line and kept the light. “Good, because I still think your skirt is a combat mistake.”

“My thighs have generated more defense resources than that shield.”

Her focus settled on the torn white wrap above his knee. “That may be the worst true statement anyone has spoken today.”

Behind her, a raker rose from the bloodied street.

Its image moved across her polished shield. He pushed her left instead of calling a line, took the claw across his cuirass, and locked its limb beneath his arm. With new Agility, his hips cleared the second hand by an inch while hair and wings followed without stealing his balance.

The female angel body moved with clean grace.

Fear followed his joy because each innate response made the vessel feel less borrowed. He held the raker against the wall and took inventory beneath that ease: his name, Earth, his male identity, the promise to Damaris, and the goal of getting all through the siege.

Each defining piece of Trevor still where it belonged.

He drove the chain hook through the demon's throat, certain that enjoying the body did not give it his vote.

The guard crushed the raker's knee with her “worse” shield. He released the pin and let her finish the kill in her own time.

At the east gate, the second Bell Maw struck at full speed.

Bronze sound knocked Damaris from the gatehouse stair; her full link carried the impact into his halo. Willing Burden opened between them but waited for her choice.

Freely, Damaris chose to share the crushing force with him.

Half the force crossed into Trevor and lifted his boots from the ground. Before he struck the wall, a raker caught his thigh and bit through the white wrap above his knee.

Two narrow fingers through its eye.

The demon worried his leg like a dog with stolen meat, but he folded both wings around its shoulders, trapped its forelimbs, and let the fall take them together. They struck the street with him landing on top.

His slight frame bounced while the raker stayed pinned beneath him. Damaris's shared Judgment Brand had marked the Bell Maw's sound as a foe weapon. Willing Burden carried that judgment with the harm until gold lines split the raker from eye to spine.

Petra landed beside him with mill dust in her cropped hair. “You made a holy weapon out of being thrown into the road.”

“That is my tank build working.”

“You weigh less than my loaded travel pack.”

“I have a very lean tank build.”

Petra hauled him upright by the chain. Naomi's green wall closed the thigh bite while the bard changed the east alarm before the Bell Maw could repeat it.

Damaris descended from the gatehouse stair and ended the monster by driving her flail through its open chest.

Across Three Bridges, the first wave broken at last.

Rakers fled toward the dead ditches. Local squads chased them as far as their own captains judged safe, then came back without a recall order. The east gate stayed barred, the south bridge held, and each refuge squad gave its own count.

Eight hundred experience lifted Trevor to level fifteen above a street crowded with people who had saved one another beyond his view. Vitality, Agility, and Grace each rose by one. Choir capacity opened a fifth slot while Hope settled at thirty-eight and Dissonance climbed to twenty-four.

The new fifth slot stayed empty, and he closed the offer field before the System could suggest filling it during a win.

Damaris reached him first and set one hand at his waist; she checked the sealed wound and left the tower's paused promise warm between them.

Naomi joined on his other side while Petra leaned against his sound wing. Adina arrived last, winded from the shrine steps, and set two fingers against the split halo to count all five spaces.

The town had survived its first wave by refusing one perfect voice.

Then his own voice came from the east gate winch.

“Founder's defense power confirmed. Open the east gate.”

He had spoken no such command.

The Choir Eater had swallowed his defense power during the east-wall attack. That happened before Adina built the access rules. The civic seal beneath the gate knew that old power and released both guard bars.

Wood scraped over iron as the east gate opened toward the waiting second wave.

SYSTEM // They rejoined because they chose you. Do not cheapen that miracle.
READOUT // Level 15 — first wave cleared / east gate compromised
VITALS // HP 119/216 — ready | MP 121/248 — ready
Cumulative XP now totals +800 | cumulative: 6,650.
Attributes: Strike 10 | endure 17 | move 17.
Attributes: Focus 16 | resist 18 | move gracefully 22.
Many voices I → open chorus.
You can now link 4 → 5 voices.
Hope: 43 out of 85 → 58 out of 85 → 38 out of 85.
Dissonance: 21 → 24.
Hope compels no loyalty or affection.
Opt out: available.
Update: Second wave breach.
Stolen founder defense power: confirmed.
East gate civic seal: released.



Chapter 31 — Say It Again

T

he east gate opened six feet before Damaris could reach the winch.


Rakers struck the gap shoulder-first. One lost an arm between the doors but did not stop. One more climbed over it as the next wave packed in, filling the gate from road to arch with black claws.

He drove his spread Wing Guard into the narrowing gate.

The first hit folded him back and sent his boots over the gatehouse floor. White feathers snapped on oak while three rakers forced their heads between his wings.

Suddenly, Trevor's voice ordered from the civic seal, “Cut the inner chain and drop the murder grate.”

Behind his braced wings, Damaris raised her heavy iron flail.

The inner chain held an iron grate above him, and cutting it would stop the demons by crushing him beneath its spikes.

The copied voice stayed calm. Its lethal order looped.

Again, the seal said, “Acceptable loss—cut it now.”

She dropped the flail freely and said, “The real Trevor would tell me I could refuse.”

Then she ran toward him and the failing east gate instead.

Her choice cost the clean defense. Four rakers entered before Damaris reached the gap, and guards read the copied order as his willing sacrifice. Two gate guards raised axes at the chain.

She marked both moving axe heads with Judgment Brand and said, “He did not consent to being crushed, and neither did I.”

One guard froze while the other warned, “If we wait any longer, the whole gate falls.”

But she said, “Then we find a third option together.”

He had taught that lesson until Damaris wanted to throw him off a wall. Refusal did not erase the risk; it made them seek one more answer before they called one easy death needful.

The first guard seized the brake rope while the second wedged the west door. Neither waited for Damaris to explain how to help.

The first raker broke through his feathers; however, Damaris marked its claws and took the beast across one shoulder. She drove her steel-clad brow into its mouth; he hooked its ankle so they could pull it beneath the gate hinge.

The oak door closed by one precious foot before one more claw entered.

Outside, two Trevors spoke as the stolen voice sent each squad east; the real Trevor could not shout it down without feeding the same link.

Instead of competing, he opened Many Voices and asked, “What can each of you verify locally?”

Adina said from the shrine, “The founder is trapped inside the east gatehouse.”

Naomi said from the infirmary lane, “His right wing is taking damage.”

Petra said from above the mill, “The thing using his voice has no ass worth defending.”

The west captain kept his entire squad firmly in its assigned district.

The false order still split the guard. Eleven stopped at Adina's call, but eight came on because the town seal marked the order sound.

Petra crossed the roofs and changed each blue route mark to yellow for local choice. Four guards turned toward trapped folk, two braced the wedge; two dragged the hurt from the doors.

He could not control what replaced control, which was why the fix worked.

Damaris wedged her flail handle through the winch and said, “I need three links released, not cut.”

The winch stayed hidden behind his wings; therefore, he trusted her choice and gave no order.

She kicked the brake loose beneath her armored heel.

The grate dropped three feet and drove its spikes into the rakers, then stopped short of his back. Their weight left his wings, so he folded both pairs, rolled beneath the iron, and pulled Damaris behind the outer doors.

Then she tore her flail from the groaning winch.

He seized the brake chain and bound it to the floor ring until the grate came to rest on demon flesh. Damaris killed all that moved below it while he dragged the outer doors shut one bloody inch at a time.

Outside the sealed stone room, the copied voice changed its plan.

Coldly, the copied groove said, “Damaris, leave him. Gatehouse collapse in ten seconds.”

She broke a raker's jaw and said, “You never estimate danger that cleanly.”

Again, the false voice said, “Nine seconds until the gatehouse collapses.”

She struck again and said, “He also knows how much I hate countdowns.”

Sharply, Damaris struck the seal with Judgment Brand and exposed a black groove from the old power mark to the winch.

Both halo rings pressed against the groove.

The Choir Eater had copied his right but not its limit, so Trevor wrote refusal into each town seal. Founder voice alone lost all authority. Local facts needed a witness, anyone could refuse without penalty, and physical seals needed his live halo or two local custodians.

He paid eight Hope and accepted two Dissonance without taking rights from anyone.

The black groove burned out as both outer doors slammed shut and caught one raker at the waist. Damaris killed it while the murder grate locked below its snapped release and sealed them in the stone room as the next wave beat on the far side.

Purposely opening a palm-sized war link between the sealed guards.

Together, Adina reported that wall squads refused the false call, Naomi found the healing ring whole, and Petra found the Eater's mark beneath the mill.

The fixed seal needed twenty-one minutes to set, and if they opened a door too soon, the copied groove would come back. He and Damaris had one safe room, one pail of water, six dead rakers, and a rare fight where they had to wait.

Damaris shut each private touch and need from the war link at once.

They checked the room before they claimed time alone. He used Halo Sight on the floor, doors, arrow slits, and each corpse while Damaris tested the grate twice and chained its brake. Adina gave one last report: the next wave needed at least eighteen minutes to break the base, and any breach would wake the war link.

Damaris caught him watching her mouth and opened the clasp at her throat.

“The battle clarified our schedule,” she said.

Dryly, he said, “Naomi has clearly been a bad influence.”

“I promised you after the wall.” Damaris stepped close enough to brush her lips over his without quite kissing him. “I meant each word.”

Against the second wave, the doors shook while Trevor said, “This wall is holding.”

Damaris removed both gauntlets and walked him backward until his shoulders touched the sealed oak. Trevor caught her hand before it reached his side and guided it around the bruised ribs, torn wing joint, and bitten thigh.

“Those three places are damaged,” he said. “The rest of me is becoming impatient.”

Her smile sharpened. She narrowed their pain link to warning only, leaving desire private until either of them pushed it across.

SYSTEM // First wave cleared. The gate, unfortunately, has chosen violence.
READOUT // Gatehouse lock — second-wave interval
VITALS // HP 147/216 — ready | MP 196/248 — ready
East gate seal: setting.
Copied voice: rejected.
War link: breach alerts only.
Safe interval: 18 minutes.
Premature door cycle: seal failure.


Trevor caught Damaris by the tunic and pulled her into him.

Against the sealed doors, she kissed him using one hand beneath his jaw and the other away from each wound. He opened his mouth to her, met every stroke of her tongue, and drew her closer until her armor pressed against his.

Their first kiss had promised; this one collected it.

Next, Damaris loosened the cuirass straps and lifted the blood-marked armor away. The soft tunic followed, leaving his breasts bare in the cold gatehouse.

Her warm gaze crossed his body without treating it as proof against the man inside. “You are incredibly lovely.”

“I am aware of that advantage,” he said.

“You are also visibly shaking,” she said.

He admitted, “I am aware of that too.”

Using both hands, Damaris cupped his breasts and circled each nipple until it tightened. He pushed into her touch, caught her lower lip between his teeth, and felt her answering heat fill the link.

Down his throat, Damaris kissed before closing her mouth around one nipple. He braced against the oak as pleasure gathered low in the female body, wet and urgent.

He liked each sensation, and that truth needed no defensive lie.

She knelt to untie the split skirt, letting white cloth fall around his light boots. Steadily, Trevor stood naked between armor pieces and demon blood with his narrow waist tense and pale thighs marked by the healing bite.

From her knees, Damaris looked up. Trevor opened his thighs, threaded one hand into her braid, and drew her toward the wet heat between them.

“Use your mouth on my clitoris,” he said. “I want to come for you.”

She smiled. “Those are very good instructions.”

Her tongue opened his wet folds and found the small, swollen point above his entrance, weakening Trevor's knees with its first direct stroke. Damaris held his hips firmly enough to support him but never hard enough to trap him.

She learned the body faster than Trevor had: short circles closed his thighs around her shoulders, and a flat upward stroke made his wings scrape the doors. When she pressed one finger inside his vagina and curled it toward the front wall, Trevor said her name too loudly for any pride to survive.

Damaris looped that exact internal motion.

Pleasure built through his clitoris and the deeper pressure of her finger until the two sensations stopped arriving separately. Trevor's fist tightened in her braid. Damaris stilled; he opened his grip at once, stroked the same braid down her back, and pressed her mouth gently toward him.

“Keep going. I just needed something to hold.”

She kissed his inner thigh, then returned with a firm stroke. Trevor pushed down to meet her and opened wider. Damaris answered by sliding in a second finger. Her mouth stayed on his clitoris until the peak took his legs. Each wet muscle drew tight around her fingers, and his breath broke into helpless sounds.

The angel body knew how to come.

Damaris held him up through each pulse. She slowed at the sharp edge and drew one more pulse from him before she rose.

Then he kissed his own taste from her mouth.

While grinning, he said, “Now it is your turn.”

He took off her tunic and the linen beneath it, baring old drill scars and fresh bruises over the strength that had held the grate above him. Trevor kissed each place he could reach while she leaned on the wall.

His first attempt between her thighs applied too much pressure.

Damaris caught his wrist gently. “Slower. Stay above the opening.”

She flattened two of his fingers over her clitoris, rocked into his hand, and showed him the circle she wanted. Trevor followed her breath instead of guessing. When she spread wider and guided those wet fingers down, he eased into her as heat closed around him.

He used his thumb where she had shown him and curled his fingers until her hips pushed forth. Damaris lost her calm by steps: first went her slow breath, then the hand at his shoulder, and last the will that kept her voice low.

Then he knelt and replaced his moving thumb with his mouth.

She came using both hands in his hair as her thighs drew tight beside his face and her inner walls pulsed around his fingers. Trevor stayed with her through the peak, eased each stroke when raw touch replaced need, and stopped as soon as she asked.

Afterward, Damaris pulled him upright and held him naked against her.

Against his brow, she said, “You eat pussy like a man who studies patch notes.”

“Straight-man fundamentals. Different hardware.”

“Then he learns quickly.”

That easy he reached the fear sex had left raw: Damaris could adore this beautiful body without mistaking it for his name.

Then Damaris kissed him again. “He is also surely not ended.”

She spread her cast-off tunic over the cleanest patch of stone and drew Trevor down with her. The floor stayed hard under the cloth, but her body made the rest warm.

On his side, Trevor faced her while Damaris drew his upper thigh between hers until their wet vulvas met on his skin. She slid one hand between his legs, and he did the same for her.

They moved without trying to match, with Trevor keeping two fingers over Damaris's clitoris and changing his stroke when her breath did. She circled his swollen clitoris with a softer touch than before, built him past the raw edge, and kissed each sound from his mouth.

Soon, his hips answered her fingers before thought could interfere. With Damaris, that surrender felt less like losing himself and more like discovering what else belonged to him.

Against his thigh, Damaris's hips drew tight while he kept the same firm touch. Her hand slipped as her next peak began, then returned because she wanted his joy with hers.

He came under her fingers while her body still pulsed against his leg. The link carried her delighted gasp and the hard squeeze of her thigh around his, nothing abstract or holy—just two people making damn sure the other got there.

For a few breaths, the siege was a far-off thud beyond oak, not an order to move.

Into her shoulder, Trevor laughed while the body stayed soft, wet, sated, and plainly female. He loved each touch and loved Damaris for giving him joy without asking him to yield his name.

That deep joy scared him because it felt natural.

Earth remained in his memory. His goals remained his. He was still a man, and the woman holding him had just proved she could make that man's angel body come twice without confusing either fact.

Sex with Damaris beat back one fear. It did not settle each doubt, but gave him one more fact.

He admitted, “I feared the wanting would replace me.”

Over his sternum, Damaris rested her palm and asked, “What have you discovered instead?”

He said, “I wanted it more than expected, and I am still here.”

Instead of answering with a lecture, Damaris pulled his face into the warm hollow beneath her jaw. Her thigh hooked over his, possessive without pinning him, and his body answered by settling eagerly against hers.

She did not swear the fear would stay gone. His body would keep changing. Joy could hide a loss if he stopped testing himself. Damaris gave him proof he could touch: she wanted his body, honored the man, and chased his pleasure with the same hunger he brought to hers.

Through the link came one warm image of doing this again in a bed. Trevor kissed the pulse in her throat and sent back a dirtier, less patient image.

With warm water, Damaris cleaned between his thighs without making care one more demand. She dried him with the least bloody cloth and checked his knee.

In turn, Trevor cleaned her hand, found a split knuckle, and bound it with blue cloth.

They dressed fully before reopening the crisis channel.

Their twenty-one private minutes at last ended.

No allied voice answered the reopened channel.

Stone cracked beneath the gatehouse as black mouths opened across the floor, each carrying a different stolen face.

The Choir Eater rose through the civic seal and at last entered Three Bridges.


Chapter 32 — Eat This Command

W

ith a heave, the Choir Eater lifted the east gatehouse from its base.


Stone opened below Trevor as black mouths filled the cracks, each set in a human face. Dead bodies ringed one rising torso, their arms lost in cords of wet muscle while each mouth spoke a command eaten on the road: advance, retreat, kneel, open, and burn.

She caught Trevor as the floor tilted, drove her flail through an arrow loop, and wrapped its chain around one wrist before the outer wall collapsed.

He opened both wings while falling stone tore three feathers away, yet the new joints held Damaris's weight; they swung beneath the arch as the Choir Eater rose through the seal.

Its lower half stayed beneath town. Its huge chest rose above gray roofs, covered in pale faces that opened like scales.

One face belonged to the blinded rider Naomi had saved while one more copied a living refugee.

The creature owned none of them, only pieces stolen from pain, fear, and looped words.

A hard kick sent him from the wall, and his wings carried Damaris across the east lane before failing above the mill square.

On a roof awning, Petra caught Damaris; however, no one caught Trevor.

He struck a flour cart breasts-first, broke its axle with his ribs, and landed beneath a white cloud with his skirt above his waist.

Ruefully, he told the cobbles, “That was a good combat entry.”

Above him, Naomi pulled his skirt down. “Your pride is now taking direct damage.”

“Willing Burden cannot share this wound,” he muttered.

“No sane volunteer would accept that burden,” she said.

Her hand pressed green light through his back until two ribs moved into place; he stood before the healing ended because the Choir Eater had turned toward the square.

On the mill balcony, Adina waited with blood at one temple and four short counters in four scripts.

From the awning, Petra dropped with one sleeve gone and mill dust across her bare stomach. A blue-gold route mark pulsed beneath her palm.

“I found its controlling core below the mill, behind three false tunnels and one very rude dead mason,” she said.

Quickly, Trevor asked, “Can you mark that core from here?”

“I have marked its place,” she said, yet Halo Sight showed no mark on the demon.

Then she smiled at his confusion. “You cannot see my private route.”

Slowly, the Choir Eater addressed them from across the square with his voice.

“Damaris, strike the left knee. Naomi, close each soul link. Petra, show me the core. Adina, repeat my call.”

Each order matched its woman's clear role; even so, none moved.

Each false order promised an easy answer. Damaris could strike one joint, Naomi could silence the pain, Adina could borrow his power; Petra could reveal her route, but refusal kept the harder work each had chosen.

Before naming a weapon, Damaris studied the whole body. Beside her, Naomi kept the stolen faces loud. Across the balcony, Adina tore her pages in half. Meanwhile, Petra covered the route mark and moved beyond his guess.

It copied each easy answer but none of their reasons.

Together, thirty wet mouths looped each command and pushed stolen power into the Choir.

He opened the new town voice rule, which showed the Choir Eater could copy authority but not independent intent, conflicting local facts, or a current refusal.

“I am giving no one plan,” he said.

She glanced at him and asked, “That is seriously your answer?”

He said, “We use four plans, and Petra chooses where they meet.”

At once, Petra's sharp grin came back.

He sent one question through Open Chorus: What does each of you need?

Each woman named a need: weapons for Damaris, time for Naomi, broken phrases for Adina, and an empty rear path for Petra.

The whole monster needed to look at him, so Draw Fire spread gold across his bare shoulders, waist, thighs, and halo. Each mouth fixed on the small angel bearing the Crown after two days of eating his commands.

“Come over here and eat the first,” Trevor said.

The stolen east gate hit him through one black arm carrying the torn oak doors. He crossed both wings as Witness Cloth flashed beneath three hundred scared faces and Hope hardened his feathers.

Backward, the doors drove him through the flour cart and across the square.

He stopped against the mill steps with blood in his mouth, but the female body folded instead of breaking. His light bones and straight joints split a killing blow into six dull wounds.

Body Adaptation moved him before he chose, bringing hate and relief together with that ease.

A copied taunt followed at once: “Come eat the first.”

Each living raker turned toward him at the copied call.

Adina sang, “Those words were not an order.”

Her first note carried the phrase into a rising hymn copied through twelve mouths. She changed key halfway through the next line while ward singers chose their own harmony, splitting the chorus across clashing endings.

Black command cords emerged between the stolen faces.

One slick command cord drew Damaris's choice without his leave.

She said, “I judge the hand that carries the gate.”

Suddenly, gold Judgment Brand crossed the oak, entered the arm, and marked each command as a weapon. It copied her call while raising three other limbs.

She ignored the left knee, ran up the door, and broke the wrist above him.

The copied timing found no matching act as the healer entered from the other side and the demon used her own voice.

“Close each soul link.”

She opened the green Death Ward wider beneath the monster.

Pain flooded the square as stolen faces bore last moments, cut names, and scraps of fear; she took enough to split one voice from the next without wiping either.

She said, “This pain is guarding the human record.”

The blind rider's face spoke his name while the living refugee's face showed the bite in her shade. Hundreds of pieces stopped acting as one body.

It bent its huge body toward Naomi.

He invoked Willing Burden but waited for her choice.

She chose to share half the crushing burden.

Memory pain dropped Trevor to one knee while he kept himself split from the dead: Earth, nineteen, male, Trevor Dwyer. None of those lives became his, because bearing did not mean claiming.

Fresh Hope rose as the crowd saw their dead as people, not weapons, and he spent it at once.

Forty-five points entered Split Ring; the high arc held split voices and a changing hymn. The low arc bore weapon marks and Petra's hidden route.

That cost stripped Witness Cloth and tore his wounds open as gold drained from town paths, yet the party and town kept moving after the buff faded.

The west captain held for Elske without route light; a fading Death Ward left Mara treating one guard by hand. Ward singers lost magic poise; one cracked, one more came late, and a third laughed before taking the lost note.

It had helped but never made them act.

The Choir Eater struck his private weakness.

Five stolen mouths took the founder System's soft tone.

“Body Adaptation sufficient. Identity conflict may now resolve.”

A soft female image entered his halo: Earth memories and goals stayed, but male became female; it used his joy with Damaris as proof that the false fix had begun.

He reacted to Damaris's memory before he could shut it, and warmth returned between his thighs. Joy soothed his beaten muscles while easy female motion made the false identity feel close.

Real pleasure; a false belief.

He named himself, held Earth in mind, and chose his next act for the same reason as each act since waking: no one else owned the answer. Contact with his male identity broke the false image.

A lovely female weapon, a stubborn male will, and no surrender.

One free man beneath each swift female reflex.

It had copied a lure without power to grant consent.

He told the stolen voice, “I liked sleeping with her. I am still the man who freely chose to do it.”

She heard him through their chosen link. First came pride, followed by desire at his rash and welcome strength.

She said, “Survive this fight. I intend to reinforce your proof then.”

He smiled through blood because the boss had struck his identity and improved his night.

Then Petra vanished from each shared route.

It copied Trevor's threat mark and sent each raker toward the high mill deck, but none had sent Petra there. She crossed beneath the square through a route opened alone.

The bard changed her song into plain questions.

She asked, “Which face is stolen?”

The healer answered with three names.

Next came, “Which limb is a weapon?”

A different attacking limb got Damaris's mark.

At last came, “Which route is safe?”

The west captain, Elske, Mara, Colm, and seven ward voices gave clashing answers from where they stood.

It ate each phrase and looped them. Questions called for choices it could not make, knotting cords inside its chest.

Then Petra's hidden mark flared beneath the mill.

The hidden mark held beyond his sight; a bright weapon line showed Damaris's gap below. Attentively, Naomi tracked souls pulling toward one buried point; meanwhile, Adina caught each copied phrase echoing late.

Four free voices called four distinct gaps.

One angle carried Damaris's call: “Under the gate arm.”

One more carried Naomi's answer: “Behind the rider's name.”

The broken third beat gave Adina's gap.

But Petra said nothing before she struck.

She had kept the route outside the Choir, town map, and his approval. Her silent fist reached the core on a beat no copied voice held.

One hidden route beyond fate, power, and each copied beat.

Suddenly, Radiant Palm made a small blue-gold sun inside the Eater's chest.

Each free call came true at once.

He moved straight toward the point they had chosen; it tried to copy their timing by saying Damaris, Naomi, and Adina in turn, but Petra's silence left the chain half-built.

He ran up the judged gate arm while Naomi freed the rider's name and opened one wall of flesh. The third beat broke under Adina's voice as his wings spread.

Three bound ribs hid the blue-gold sun.

He bought no skill and used the town chain.

First the hook entered one rib, then Wing Guard broke the second, and Damaris's flail shattered the third.

At last, the black core opened.

It held no heart, only a slick black tongue wound around hundreds of stolen words and gulping each before its owner could change it.

He wrapped the town chain around that tongue.

He said, “Eat this command. You do not own the answer.”

His impossible phrase entered the open core.

It tried to repeat him, but Adina changed answer to choice, Naomi let each voice refuse, Damaris judged the tongue as a weapon, and Petra struck again.

Then hundreds of stolen mouths said no in different ways.

He pulled the chain with each last muscle.

The black tongue tore free as Petra's sun filled the core. The Choir Eater fell around Trevor in a rain of flesh, commands, and pale feathers.

Four catches ended the fall: Damaris took his chain, Naomi his body, Petra the core, and Adina the last stolen name.

Four women, four victories, and no single obedient answer.

Death Ward opened over the corpse before scraps could spread. Pale shapes rose with one memory each: a kitchen table, a muddy boot, a bad prayer, or a first kiss. Adina spoke each saved name while locals answered those they knew.

Owners chose before Naomi returned living scraps. She sealed the dead in salt glass instead of calling the jars rebirth.

The boss died as one voice while its victims left as many.

Different names beneath distinct memories and freely chosen grief.

One clean no inside a thousand stolen and looped commands.

Level sixteen lit while Naomi held Trevor in the ruins. He chose Draw Fire II and gained the power to catch one foe command aimed at someone else. Each caught order would test his identity and Dissonance.

Then four more growth panes opened.

Four earned answers free of founder control.

First, gold dawn spread across Damaris's broken seal. She became a Dawn Inquisitor for refusing a lethal order, guarding a life, and naming command as a weapon.

Her Judgment Brand no longer lit just because power named a target. It showed the act and who would pay. On his pact, she found his refusal before his name.

Next, green light covered Naomi's hands. She became a Mercy Cleric after holding the boss's pain and returning 127 scraps without wiping their differences.

Her ward split into clear panes, each holding one person's pain. Now she could heal without cutting a person to fit the cure.

From the broken mill, Petra climbed with the sealed core. Gold shone beneath her bare feet as Dawn Hand replaced Sun Soul. She had carried Hope beyond founder sight and made the key mark unprompted.

Across empty air, she took three steps. Each bare foot left a dawn mark visible only to those she chose. She gave Trevor the third, took it back, and laughed when his wings spread.

At last, Adina's countersong pages rose and copied themselves across each alarm board. Gospel Bard replaced Canticle after she exposed the hidden failure and saved unique names.

She raised one banned founder line above the square in plain script. Its cut refusal clause and source mark came next, showing holy text without forcing her reading.

Around him, the four changed women gathered under the town's gaze.

Not goods around an owner, but allies around their chosen leader.

At his chain, Damaris planted her flail. “I am his first voice because I choose the duty each time.”

Beside him, Naomi kept one hand beneath his head. “I am his healer, so I tell him when his brave idea is stupid.”

On his stomach, Petra set the sealed core. “I am not his anything unless the route pays, and this one pays well.”

She kissed two fingers before pressing them against his mouth.

Near his split halo, Adina knelt. “I am his theologian because he scrolls past each approved answer.”

Looking closely at four women, each beside him freely and still her own.

He said, “Our party line is getting pleasantly crowded.”

Petra replied, “Your capacity is five. You still have room.”

Then Naomi took the core off his hurt ribs. “You do not have room there.”

Through the ruined square, laughter moved while Hope stayed low and the walls stayed broken. The win still belonged to those who had chosen it.

Four huge white wings covered the rising sun.

Five free victories beneath one broken and bloodied sunrise.

Through the smoke, a woman descended in white-gold plate, one head taller than Damaris. Silver-blonde hair touched her shoulders beneath a closed halo, and her spear cast each shadow from the square.

Atop the corpse, Junia Serrat landed.

Then her calm gaze crossed the four evolved women before settling on Trevor.

She said, “Unauthorized founder, you will submit for cleansing.”

SYSTEM // Second wave incoming. Fuck it—open the chorus.
READOUT // Boss defeated / level 16 / party routes evolved
VITALS // HP 44/218 — strained | MP 31/254 — critical
SKILL COST // Draw Fire II: 8 MP per intercepted hostile command.
Choir eater — threat 18: defeated.
Cumulative XP now totals +850 | cumulative: 7,500.
Identity fragments preserved: 127.
Command core: cleansed / sealed.
Civic voice authentication: permanent.
Attributes: Strike 11 | endure 17 | move 17.
Attributes: Focus 17 | resist 19 | move gracefully 22.
Selected: draw fire II.
Body adaptation: 84%.
Hope now measures 9 out of 85 | dissonance: 28.
Damaris: dawn inquisitor 13.
Naomi: mercy cleric 11.
Petra: dawn hand 11.
Adina: gospel bard 13.
Update: New contact — Junia Serrat.
Classification: authorized founder hunter.
Demand: submit for cleansing.


Thirty-one MP meant three Draw Fire interceptions and seven points of breathing room. Forty-four HP meant an overcast mistake would become a funeral. Trevor counted the next three hostile commands before the enemy had issued the first.


Chapter 33 — Licensed Salvation

O

n the Choir Eater's corpse, Junia Serrat landed with both armored knees straight. Fair white skin and a calm face showed beneath silver-blonde hair cut at her shoulders. Blood and black ash did not mark her white plate.


Behind her armor, four white wings settled. The upper pair framed a closed gold halo while the lower pair stayed half open.

She drew a scroll from one gauntlet and broke its gold seal.

Before Trevor, Damaris stepped into Junia's path while Naomi healed his ribs.

Nearby, Petra tucked the sealed core into her yellow coat. Above the square, Adina opened a public text field.

From the scroll, Junia read, “Concordance law condemns the banned founder vessel for Crown theft, harm to licensed souls, and unlawful Rite use. Further charges are revolt and keeping demon-tainted parts of an identity.”

She read his body record before his name. It listed a female founder vessel, age nineteen and sixty-one inches tall. The body was fit for a Choir and safe to recover.

Only then did the order name Trevor Dwyer as the invading soul inside it.

The gap should have backed his male self; instead, the scroll called his body stolen goods and the man a disease.

He said, “This is my body now, and Heaven does not own it.”

One male soul inside a body Heaven still claimed.

His male name, his chosen body, and no heavenly title deed.

Without looking up, Junia kept reading. “The linked women may be cleansed, restored, and given new posts if they surrender the vessel.”

She lifted her flail and demanded, “Define memory repair.”

She said, “Remove founder taint, false bonds, and routes built without leave.”

Gold light touched Damaris's new Dawn Inquisitor seal and showed what the order would do. Her new class, tower choice, and gate refusal all fell under one legal word: taint. So did each close memory with him.

She said, “When you say taint, you mean me.”

Coldly, Junia replied, “I mean the version of you still able to be saved.”

Beside Damaris, Naomi rose and asked, “What happens if the patient refuses your repair?”

The paladin answered, “A tainted refusal is one more symptom needing repair.”

Then Petra smiled without humor. “That license is quite convenient for you.”

She scanned four grown classes and sound memories. She saw open exits and chosen links. None changed the belief on her scroll.

Still, she said, “You may surrender separately. He cannot punish the first woman who leaves while I stand here.”

He opened each exit at once and made no speech. One woman had left his reach and returned. The others guarded pain, private routes, and public truth. Acting those choices out for Junia would cheapen them into proof on demand.

Not one of the four women left him. Junia addressed them one at a time.

“Damaris Pike, your first Inquisitor rank and Concord standing can be restored.”

She said, “I questioned an order that abandoned refugees before I met him. Will you repair that choice too?”

Junia gave, “That risky doubt can be removed.”

She replied, “Then keep that poisoned rank for yourself.”

She gave Naomi a licensed hospice safe from church riders. Naomi asked whether the post needed its care memories changed. Junia said the edits would keep patients safe. The healer refused the offered post and each edit.

Petra got a pardon and travel writ. Junia also gave guards for each hidden route; Petra kept her flat stare and made no move toward her. She asked, “Whom would this license protect me from?”

The paladin answered, “It protects you from banned authorities.”

At Trevor's split halo, Petra pointed. “He cannot access half my routes, while your sheet lists all of them.”

At last, Adina got the public Church stacks in exchange for each private copy of the founder source.

The bard answered, “You gave censored stacks for their missing pages. That is not even good extortion.”

Each refusal carried a different reason, and he could never have written one command that made all four.

Four free refusals before one well-licensed killer.

Four women beside him, each with an open road away.

At last, Junia faced Trevor as Halo Sight opened between them. The twenty-six-year-old Dominion Angel was a level twenty-two Oath of Concord Paladin with spear, silence, ward-cut, and cleansing authority. Her mission called for the Crown, cleansed voices, and his death, yet sanction hid the owner who verified her autonomy and memory. Her edit history stayed sealed.

The Choir Eater posed more raw threat, yet Junia was worse because each field meant to prove her freedom pointed back to an owner the sheet would not name.

He read her pane and said, “Your own autonomy is being verified by someone else.”

“Heaven must verify each lawful soul,” she said.

“That still failed to answer my question,” he replied.

She countered, “It is the only answer stopping private power from naming itself holy.”

But the case held enough truth to hurt. His Crown could hide soul fields, change town rules, and draw people into power they did not grasp. Someone had to judge that power.

Yet the hidden owner meant Heaven had just spared itself from judgment.

From behind the scroll, Junia said, “You expose each risk because you have not lived long enough to know which truths destroy people.”

He said, “Then let people choose what they can bear.”

“A choice made while blind cannot become freedom,” she said.

“Nor can Heaven keep them blind by force,” he replied.

At last, Junia dropped the scroll. “A woman may keep a demon mark because it holds her child's last memory. A soldier may refuse repair because guilt feels like loyalty; a founder may mistake identity conflict for independence. Licensed mercy acts before pain becomes doctrine.”

And the examples struck home because Naomi had faced the first two while Trevor lived inside the third. Junia was not just cruel; she trusted her owner to define health.

He said, “You might name a real danger. That does not make you owner of the person facing it.”

Across Junia's sanction seal, the bard traced the same flaw until Gospel text stopped at a blank gold band.

Privately, Adina said, “I can open that sealed layer.”

He asked, “What will opening it cost?”

She said, “It will name my source line, and the whole town will receive it too.”

She wanted the truth made public, yet she craved banned code enough to mistake risk for right; he trusted both facts about her.

He shared the full, uncut founder source with her.

No owner filter, reveal command, or private gap for his defense; she got his body record, Crown risks, Choir Dissonance, and each clause Junia could use against him.

Truth on each wall, with his weak points publicly.

Her breath caught when the uncut founder text entered her Gospel.

She said, “You gave me your binding field too.”

He said, “If I expose only hers, this turns propaganda.”

She replied, “It may remain spin, but it will be well sourced.”

At his split halo, Adina set one hand. Gospel text spread across alarm boards, broken wall, and the town field.

Adina posted his risky record first: no owner, four willing voices, open exits, no edits, and no accepted power to rewrite identity. Dissonance stood at twenty-eight. Caught commands could press on identity; founder rights still outran town law.

The town got his risks before she exposed Junia's hidden line.

Her Gospel entered the sanction band through a refusal clause missing from public scripture; however, gold text resisted. She changed her question from Who commands Junia? to Who receives her refusal?

But the guarded field opened at once. Cathedral Concordance owned Junia through an active key; owner signatures covered her mind and memory. Each refusal routed upward; none stayed hers. Her edit history stayed sealed.

Then Junia struck before anyone could react.

Her spear crossed the square before it seemed to leave her hand. Damaris marked it, Naomi covered the bard, and Petra kicked the Gospel text aside.

The spear passed through the public field without breaking it and stopped one inch from her throat, with Junia holding the other end.

With the spear at Adina's throat, Junia said, “Publishing a sanction layer is a cleansing offense.”

At the spearhead, the bard touched two fingers. “That choice seems quite hard to appeal.”

Despite Naomi's hand at his ribs, Trevor rose as Draw Fire II pulled Junia's command toward his halo.

Pain crossed his identity line with three verdicts: Unauthorized soul. Foreign male pattern. Correctable conflict.

He took that quick danger without taking Junia's forced claim.

He said, “I gave Adina leave to make this reveal.”

She fixed him at once. “No. You gave me the text, and I chose what to publish.”

Her fix counted, so he changed the public record before Junia could turn her into his tool.

Junia drew her spear from the bard's bare throat.

Free voices across the square.

The oldest councilor asked why a free angel needed an owner; meanwhile, a gate guard asked whether Damaris's memories would be restored or removed. Elske asked who could appeal if refusal counted as illness; Colm asked where Heaven had been during the siege, and Mara raised a salt jar with one dead name before asking why keeping it was a crime.

In answer, Junia raised one gauntlet.

Across the square, gold light found each siege wound. A mason's hand straightened, Elske's burns closed, Colm's scalp sealed, and his feathers aligned.

The cleansing worked just as Junia had promised.

The healing carried no command, clear controlling mark, or price. People cried when their pain stopped, and a few thanked Junia with full hearts.

No purchased loyalty beneath the clean and welcome gold healing.

A lawful miracle beneath a lawless claim of ownership.

She said, “Heaven guarded this town for ages. One failed shrine and one siege do not erase each life held by the Concordance.”

He refused the easy answer because calling the healing false would insult all it helped. Calling thanks corrupt would repeat Junia's claim that people could not judge their own hearts.

He told the square, “Keep what she gave if you want it. Thank her if you mean it. None of that answers whether she owns your next choice.”

With one flex, Elske tested her arm. “The healing itself is truly good.”

She still kept her chosen place beside the refuge squad.

At his closed wound, Colm touched the new skin. “So was carrying my mother away from Crown Road.”

He neither knelt before Trevor nor moved one step toward Junia; the town's words became less handy to both angels and far more true.

Hope rose from only some of the watching witnesses.

He said no to spend it because Gold Hope held trust, relief, fear overcome, and thanks. None made the town consent to his rule.

He opened the effect details beside Junia's sheet and showed the town that public Hope granted no vote, oath, or Choir link.

He said, “Their words belong to them. That includes the parts backing me.”

Slowly, Junia studied the people like a line broken without moving.

She said, “They saw a banned miracle. Exposure alone does not create skill.”

“Neither does possession by a hidden owner,” he said.

The bard closed the Gospel field before Junia could seal it, and the proof copied itself onto plain paper held in a dozen hands. She had made the reveal hard to erase without making Trevor its owner.

Then she turned, caught his face between both palms, and kissed him in front of the town.

Her mouth was warm, certain, and brief, yet the public contact startled more heat through his tired body than it had any right to produce after the gatehouse. She ended the kiss before he could form a response.

She said, “That kiss was for trusting me with proof able to condemn you.”

He said, “I had a great line prepared.”

She replied, “I know just what happens, which is why I stepped in.”

Petra applauded once while Naomi smiled, and Damaris's chosen link carried warmth, fresh desire, and no demand that one kiss subtract from one more.

At Adina, Junia turned a cold gaze. “Truth without license turns revolt.”

The bard answered, “Truth needing a license becomes a sales pitch.”

For one beat, anger touched Junia's face before drilled calm returned.

Suddenly, her closed halo expanded as gold seals spread above each roof. All sound stopped. The councilor's mouth moved without voice, bells struck silently, and Adina's Gospel words vanished.

Even Trevor's freely chosen Choir went fully quiet as he stood inside one body, cut off from four chosen voices while Junia's spear leveled at his heart.

Only her words crossed the total and unnatural silence.

Through the silence, Junia said, “You misunderstand the charge, Trevor Dwyer. You did not steal Heaven's property.”

The closed golden halo tightened around the entire town.

One perfect command above each cut-off and unwilling voice.

One silenced town beneath one flawless and closed gold halo.

At last, she said, “You are Heaven's property.”

SYSTEM // The copied command is inside the choir. Everybody improvise beautifully.
READOUT // Public disclosure / dominion silence
VITALS // HP 112/218 — ready | MP 143/254 — ready
Update: Trevor Dwyer.
No one currently owns you.
Full voices: 4 / voluntary.
Exit rights: enabled.
Memory edits: 0 | emotional edits: 0.
Identity rewrite authority: rejected.
Known risk: dissonance 28 / command interception pressure.
Update: Junia Serrat — dominion angel 22.
Owner: cathedral concordance.
Owner key: external / active.
Autonomy and memory: owner-signed.
Self-held final refusal: not found.
Edit history: sealed.
Forced silence: townwide / active.
Demand: property recovery.



Chapter 34 — The Key Beyond Reach

A

cross Three Bridges, Junia's silence crushed each sound except her own voice.


“Kneel,” Junia ordered.

At once, Draw Fire II pulled the order into him. Four golden lines released the women, crossed the square, and drove into his halo.

His bare knees struck the dark, bloodied stone hard.

The skill saved four women through one man but let her command enter him directly; the bright spear followed the command across the square.

He raised Wing Guard; however, the spearhead pierced his left wing, cut two bone shafts, and stopped beside his ribs. White fire spread through each feather.

Then Junia ripped the bloody spear from his wing.

He stayed on both knees while Draw Fire II held the order until he found the edge between motion and identity. She could force his posture without making the kneel mean surrender.

He rolled beneath her next precise thrust, keeping his pierced wing close.

From the right, Damaris struck without a shouted call. Judgment Brand exposed the order's harm before the closed halo turned it aside; beside him, Naomi laid green panes across his wing bones. Above them, Adina wrote one golden word.

TWELVE.

Meanwhile, Petra vanished before Junia could turn toward her.

She opened her lower wings and struck with a white-gold gust serving as shield, blade, and flight; it threw Damaris through a fruit stall, broke Naomi's ward, and scattered Adina's word.

Standing steadily on his third painful attempt.

The silent town fought around him. The west captain angled shields to split her squad. Elske swung wet blue cloth from the shrine roof, sending refuge teams down the open lane. Colm struck spear wood against stone, caught the beat through his boots, and passed Damaris's weapon mark to three distant guards.

One corrupted roof seal drove each marked guard toward the east gate.

At the gap, Damaris planted both feet as Dawn Inquisitor showed who would lose cover if she obeyed; she crossed her arms in the bad-order signal, then pointed west.

Eight squads refused through coordinated motion; meanwhile, the ninth obeyed the golden pressure and opened a gap near the mill.

Into it, Naomi ran and split a Mercy pane around six guards. Unable to call for help, Mara copied the colors with cloth strips. Local healers matched strip to body and closed the gap outside Trevor's Choir.

Across the square, Adina wrote her count in flour dust, broken tile, the dead boss's flank, and his right wing. Each mark named the same twelve-beat limit.

The whole town became an answer Junia could silence without wiping.

Each crowded street fell under Forced Silence. From east gate to west bridge, her halo fed each roof seal through a taut golden link.

One stolen link ran north beyond the wall with Petra.

He withheld any chase mark, opened his wings, and forced Junia to turn; she answered by driving her spear through his stomach.

Witness Cloth parted above his bare waist as the spearhead crossed soft flesh, missed his spine by an inch, and lifted his light body.

She held him at shoulder height and hovered close without expression.

Junia said, “The vessel repairs cleanly. Pain serves no purpose.”

He gripped the shaft as hot blood ran down his bare thighs.

Through the spear, Licensed Cleansing entered. Cold light found each clash between his soul and body; it promised less pain and perfect motion if the vessel's listed identity replaced his own.

The female pattern carried nineteen years of designed instinct without one lived memory. It knew how to fold four wings, bear a Choir Crown, answer Junia's rank, and shape Heaven's soft prayer voice. His Earth memories stayed beneath it; however, the light marked them foreign.

He held one fact at a time: dying in a raid, learning to stand with Damaris, letting Naomi sew his wing, taking Petra's returns, and helping Adina expose the hidden line. He wanted women, liked his cute body, and stayed the man who chose what those facts meant.

His male identity endured each perfected physical reflex Heaven gave. He stayed one man beneath four wings and yielded no vote.

She drove the cleansing deeper into his identity line.

“You may keep each memory,” she said. “Only the unnecessary conflict ends.”

But he said, “Conflict means I still possess a vote.”

He drove his torn halo against the shaft. The split rings caught the cleansing light and sent half through each side; one physical pattern could not close around his mind while the Crown held two answers.

Then he said, “It also proves your cooldown.”

Her upper wings shifted, making the silence seals above town flicker.

Above the nearest wall, Adina wrote her final gold count.

ONE.

Sound returned in one hard rush. Bells struck, wounded people cried out; the mill fire snapped through wet beams.

Forced Silence had held for twelve breaths, then ended when Junia shifted her wings from warding to flight.

Then Trevor called, “Now.”

Four local calls filled the square. Damaris marked the spear as a weapon, Naomi broke its shaft inside Trevor before Junia could twist it, and Adina sang the roof seals out of phase.

Steadily, Petra stayed beyond his Choir Reach.

She released the broken spear and climbed on four wings, dragging Trevor because the shaft crossed his body and his chain bound her wrist.

Both airborne angels cleared the low, burning mill roof.

The next silence needed a reset; golden light flowed from the roof seals into a plate behind her neck.

A blue-gold footprint appeared in empty air behind her, and Petra stepped from the mark.

She had crossed the north wall and outrun the silence field, then she returned along a Dawn Hand route the binding key could not map. Her bare foot struck the golden plate.

Mud covered one shin while blood striped her other sole. The wounds traced her route over the broken north bridge, through a thorn hedge, and up air marks too distant for his Hope to harden. She had paid for each step herself.

The hidden plate opened, and she stole its body sanction key.

One stolen golden key stayed beyond each licensed voice and closed halo.

Before the next step formed, Junia seized her throat.

He pulled the civic chain and moved Junia's wrist six inches; she still gripped Petra's neck, but one foot came within reach of his lower wing.

Purposely opening his wounded Wing Guard beneath her fall.

She thrust the spear deeper into his stomach, and fresh pain folded his wing. Petra needed a ledge more than he needed a clean wound, so he locked the joint and bore her weight.

From his wing, Petra kicked Junia's armored chest. Her Dawn Hand mark flared through white-gold plate until Junia lost her grip. She ran across his feathers and jumped toward the roof.

Then she spoke the first word of Forced Silence, but nothing happened.

The stolen sanction key stayed inside Petra's closed fist. Forced Silence stayed locked after its twelve-breath span because Junia needed the physical key to reset it.

With one rigid feather, she cut the civic chain.

He fell alone toward the burning mill.

His wings opened around the stomach wound. The pierced left pair could not hold a glide, so the right pair rolled him toward the mill awning where Damaris waited.

Through the smoke, she dived after him.

She overtook him before the roof and struck his back with one lower wing; the hit turned his glide into a headfirst drop. Quickly, he caught the gutter wielding his chain hook. Iron bent beneath his weight while the broken spear shifted against Naomi's ward.

Below him, Damaris reached the awning, but Junia sealed her boots with one golden mark. Nearby, Adina counted five breaths before Forced Silence could reset.

Meanwhile, Petra ran across open air while Junia split four wings between pursuit and target. Two feathers cut the next dawn mark, and two drove him against the wall.

Still, Crosswind Guard had not refined. His left wings shielded the wound and dropped the chain. His right wings held the wall and left her exposed.

He changed each task before the System named it. One wing caught the gutter, one pressed his wound, one covered Damaris, and the last took Junia's feather.

The torn wing stayed open beneath the bloody strain.

He used each clean motion the angel body had learned. His narrow hips slipped through torn cloth. The wounded wing cleared the roof edge, and his soft breast passed within a handspan of Junia's blade.

At last, practiced division changed Wing Guard II.

The skill abandoned its broad shield and gave each wing a job; the left pair braced his fall. His right upper wing caught the spear while the lower one shielded Damaris.

From below, Damaris struck the trapped weapon.

Junia lost her spear as he hit the awning, tore through its cloth, and landed in Damaris's arms, soaking them both with blood. Nine hundred experience raised him to level seventeen and refined Wing Guard into Crosswind Guard.

At once, Naomi reached him. Her Mercy panes held the wound apart while she removed the spear. Meanwhile, Damaris pressed below the cut. Publicly, Adina showed the guards Junia's blood-earned cooldown.

Above them, Junia hovered on four wings without spear or sanction key.

“You will return my sanction key,” she said.

Casually, Petra sat on the mill roof and flipped the golden piece. “You should make me a better offer.”

But Junia turned toward her.

Each local squad raised a weapon. Junia had to choose: kill Petra, recover the key, or stop his healing. Twelve free formations denied her all three.

She rose above the bloody square.

At last, Junia said, “Bell Ridge at dawn. Bring the vessel and each stolen key. The town remains under sentence until then.”

Her four wings drove east while the silence seals followed without closing.

Patiently, Petra waited until Junia crossed the outer farms, then dropped beside him.

No Choir line linked her thoughts or choices to him.

She had left active range, stolen the key, and returned under her own skill; he opened the same renewal offer.

“I used my whole hour early,” Petra said. “You do not get to deduct anything from tomorrow.”

“That is surely not how daily cooldowns work.”

“That is how my given cooldown works.”

He could have argued for a crisis exception, but the phrase echoed each owner who had borrowed freedom for a good reason. Purposely opening the term editor instead.

She strengthened the pact: one unlinked hour, no route tracking, return by her choice, full access, and no penalty for staying away.

He accepted each term without argument.

She renewed the link, leaned over Naomi's work, and kissed him beneath his halo.

“I came back for the entire party,” she said. “The pretty tank remains a strong bonus.”

He smiled despite the healer's fingers inside his stomach wound. “My game has reached mixed reviews.”

“The reviews remain mostly positive.”

At last, Adina fitted the sanction key into the public Gospel. One layer showed Junia's cooldown; the next held her sealed memory log.

Seven golden scars proved Heaven had changed Junia Serrat's memories seven times.

SYSTEM // A free refusal just saved the formation. Heaven could learn something.
READOUT // Level 17 / dominion key / link term verified
VITALS // HP 83/228 — strained | MP 107/260 — strained
Cumulative XP now totals +900 | cumulative: 8,400.
Attributes: Strike 11 | endure 18 | move 18.
Attributes: Focus 17 | resist 19 | move gracefully 23.
Wing guard II → crosswind guard.
Body adaptation: 84%.
Forced silence: 12 breaths.
Reset: 7 breaths / physical sanction key required.
Current key holder: Petra Coyle.
Silence state: locked out.
Petra unlinked interval: 1 hour minimum.
Route tracking: blocked.
Emergency return: Petra's choice.
Penalty for nonreturn: none.
Junia Serrat sealed memory edits: 7.



Chapter 35 — Seven Missing Truths

T

he sanction key opened seven wounds. None exposed a single memory.


On the shrine floor, Trevor sat inside a ring of Naomi's green panes. His gut wound pulled at flesh with each breath. The broken door belonged to Damaris. Across the room, Petra watched the roof while Adina covered three walls with copied source lines.

Beyond the east fields, dawn reached Bell Ridge. There, Junia waited in white-gold plate with her shut halo above her like a second sun.

The healer touched the key's first scar and said, “The clean cut left no loose image, name, or pain.”

Her thief frowned and said, “Heaven apparently edits better than demons.”

Grimly, Adina kept one finger on the source line. “Demons eat whatever they can reach, but the Concordance owns the whole file.”

He opened Halo Sight; each scar crossed Junia's Memory Integrity at a different age. All seven ended on the same gold mark showing a fresh willing oath.

Before each owner-signed oath, nothing stayed open to Junia.

Seven blank wounds lay beneath seven new oaths; each private scar survived without one public claim to its contents.

Instead of reaching into what was gone, Naomi used the pain around each cut. The first three scars held grief in the throat, a pierced hand, and shame that belonged to someone else. Four more traced anger, dread, love, and relief.

Quietly, she said, “These were her own choices until the owner wiped what led to them.”

She traced the oath text and said, “Then Junia swore to Heaven all over again.”

He turned the key between his fingers. “Only after the part where she did not, because seven willing oaths hide seven missing nos.”

At once, the System gave a costly way to map the scars.

SYSTEM // Level gained under siege. Very glamorous. Deeply inconvenient.
READOUT // Memory scar map — Junia Serrat
VITALS // HP 148/228 — ready | MP 201/260 — ready
Edit scars found: 7.
Recovered private content: 0%.
Unlocked: Shared structural pattern.
• Conflict reaches owner field.
• Self-held refusal begins.
• Memory segment removed.
• Owner-signed recommitment installed.
Unlocked: Mercy reconstruction option.
• Map scar shape without recreating private memory.
• Publish owner action and result only.
• Preserve sealed personal content.
Unlocked: Cost.
• Hope 9/85 → 0/85.
• Dissonance 28 → 34.
• Naomi accepts residual pain map.
• Adina burns current sanction-key access.


Naomi said, “No.”

Simultaneously, Adina said, “Yes—we should do it.”

Both watchers turned from their posts. Before Trevor touched the choice, his party's fight began around one unsafe gold key.

Naomi kept one green pane around it and said, “Junia never agreed to five people probing her private scars.”

The bard held her gaze across the key and said, “We map each cut without opening what was cut away, because that gap defines the Mercy choice.”

She said, “A clean System label does not make her pain ours.”

Damaris kept her flail across both shoulders. “The scars prove her orders come from an owner, and each guard she damned deserves that fact before the duel.”

She took the key from the middle pane and said, “It also blocks Forced Silence, so burning it now throws away our only lockout.”

She warned, “Hiding these facts makes us the next Concordance.”

She said from the window, “Posting them now could get us killed.”

Purposely opening four private links without putting a command in them.

The easy leader move was a vote and one clean order; that move would crush four limits into a count. The person inside the proof belonged to Naomi. Truth belonged to Adina. Those hurt by hidden law belonged to Damaris. Meanwhile, Petra guarded their way out.

Trevor told them, “I want the pattern public and the key kept. But I lack a plan that also keeps Junia's private memories sealed.”

But Naomi said, “Then you should not choose yet.”

Damaris sadly glanced through the door and said, “Bell Ridge at dawn—and dawn is here.”

And she tossed the key into the pane and said, “We can copy its lockout shape before Adina burns access.”

At once, Adina shook her head and said, “A copied sanction key becomes an owner-key exploit, which the source names the Tyrant path.”

The thief said, “That still sounds handy from where I stand.”

Calmly, Adina tapped the final line. “The exploit writes Trevor directly into the lock.”

She looked at him and said, “That makes it far less handy.”

Their fight sharpened across each open link, and Trevor softened none of their anger. Dissonance climbed during Damaris's fight with Naomi. Once Petra hid the key from Adina, it rose again.

Just after dawn, Junia landed outside the torn shrine ward without her spear. Four wings held her above the broken steps. She stayed close enough to hear through the door but far enough to flee a strike.

She said, “Your chorus cannot agree on whether to breach me.”

So she faced Junia and said, “That charge is true.”

For one beat, Junia paused because the blunt answer had broken her charge's shape.

Then she said, “Trevor can simply end this dispute.”

The thief replied, “He is welcome to try.”

The paladin dropped her flail and said, “Then I decide whether his order protects anyone.”

Carefully, Adina left one line blank on the copied record. “And I decide for myself whether the proof supports it.”

And she kept the key sealed. “I decide what pain I carry.”

She looked from woman to woman while her owner-signed Autonomy field gave one answer: Trevor allowed dissent because public proof helped his Mercy route.

The fight refused to become that neat. One woman wanted power saved, one more wanted it burned. Damaris wanted action; meanwhile, Naomi wanted delay. Their real clash weakened Trevor's battle line in front of a foe.

He still let the dispute stand against him.

Junia set one foot inside the ward as gold force gathered around Damaris's flail.

She ordered, “Have her lower that weapon, then prove she can refuse while I test your link.”

He left the binding field shut and said, “A refusal staged for you proves nothing worth testing.”

She replied, “It proves your claim has a working limit.”

He nodded toward Damaris and said, “She has given you her answer.”

She moved the gold force from the flail to Damaris's full-voice line. He could block the test with one founder order, yet that would guard their link through the power Junia opposed.

The test belonged to Damaris; she dropped the flail and stepped between Junia and Trevor with empty hands.

She explained, “I dropped it because I need you alive long enough to read the map. He ordered neither act and knew better than to try.”

She snatched up the flail before Junia could seal it and said, “Unattended loot personally offends me.”

The bard added the clash to the public Gospel while Naomi held the painful panes unchanged.

Again, the party met one threat through four free motives.

She found their pact inside the scars. “I carry the painful map alone. Meanwhile, Adina posts the owner's act with no feeling tied to any scar. Petra keeps the body key until the silence strike, then burns only its memory layer.”

Through Dawn Judgment, Damaris tested the plan. “The town gets proof before choosing its duel defense.”

She rubbed the key edge against her thumb and said, “I keep the silence lockout.”

She changed the Gospel line and said, “Junia keeps each missing piece private.”

Because all four women had shaped it, Trevor chose their plan. The healer then began the hard scar map.

All Hope drained from each town route while gold left Trevor's cloth, halo, and wings. His Dissonance rose to thirty-four when the map crossed his Crown. Seven holes pulled at his memories with an offer to end all conflict.

Firmly holding his male self outside the invading pattern. Those scars were Junia's, his fear was his; their shared shape gave neither one a claim over the other.

One man stayed beyond the painless pattern and its golden verdict.

She took the last pain into seven split Mercy panes. Her knees hit the floor beneath grief, wound, shame, anger, dread, love, and relief. Carefully reaching for Willing Burden.

She shut the gave link before he entered and said, “This burden remains my choice.”

He stayed beside her without taking the pain away; seven feelings burned in seven panes, and none belonged to Trevor.

She burned the memory layer until one edge of the key turned black. Through the town, public Gospel text spread with seven owner acts, seven cuts, and seven new oaths. No private image, name, or feeling crossed the shut panes.

Soon, the map showed over seven marks because each edit had changed Junia's next choices.

Her first record gave four oath paths. After the owner cut one refusal, the next held only three. The second edit took a mercy skill that could pause cleansing. With the third, retreat from any threatened soul narrowed to licensed souls. The fourth moved final appeal from Junia to a boss; the fifth then made her halo treat doubt as attack. The sixth sealed the binding field; the seventh replaced her own no with owner review.

Each restored but narrowed sheet still listed Autonomy at one hundred.

The number measured freedom only among choices that survived. A heavenly owner could cut a door from the room, paint the wall, and call Junia free to walk anywhere inside it.

Publicly, Adina posted the sheet changes without revealing the memories behind them; the healer kept seven feelings sealed to her chest. The thief held the key's silence lockout. Meanwhile, Damaris took the scar map to the town guard through hand signs instead of a Choir order.

The town split into clashing camps beneath one honest and costly record.

One councilor called the map a demon trick. Beside him, Elske asked why its source marks matched Junia's key. A healed mason thanked Heaven and refused to damn the angel who had fixed his hand. Mara asked if thanks survived when a later edit wiped it. One more councilor wanted the town kept out of an angel war.

He left each answer on the board.

Because the crowd held facts, fear, wounds, and clashing debts instead of clean faith, Hope stayed empty. The System could turn none of it into power.

That cost made the record stronger. Trevor gained nothing by saving the dispute except the chance that someone made a better choice than his.

From the broken shrine steps, Junia read the entire scar map and pronounced, “This whole tainted record is false.”

Adina pointed to its marks and said, “Each source mark on it is yours.”

Junia said, “Founder taint can fake a true mark.”

The bard held up her page. “Then open your sealed edit log and disprove us.”

Her shut halo tightened involuntarily. One hand rose to where her body key had rested.

She found only bare gold plate under the gauntlet. While she read the proof, Damaris knelt beside Trevor and set her brow against his split halo with the same care she had used before their first Rite.

Damaris murmured, “You let me argue against you in front of our threat.”

He gave her a tired grin and said, “That proves my command presence is awful today.”

She said, “It is the best kind I have ever served.”

Her mouth touched his hairline affectionately. Duty, warmth, and desire crossed the link in that order.

The healer sealed the seventh painful pane at the wall; Trevor helped her sit without opening the burden link again.

Naomi traced the healed spear line beneath his cloth guard. “You keep trying to carry my pain after I say no.”

He admitted, “That is a bad tank habit worth breaking soon.”

Softly, she corrected him. “Learn a healer's habit. Stay close and keep quiet.”

He sat beside her in companionable silence; she laid her head on his sound shoulder, kissed the bare skin, and closed her eyes.

Through the broken door, Junia watched both close acts.

No order had made Damaris touch him, and no prize had made Naomi refuse help. Their free dispute had cost Trevor Hope, raised Dissonance, harmed the key, and slowed the duel plan, yet it showed a truth Junia's binding field could not explain.

Briefly, her calm certainty broke before she spread four huge white wings and said, “If the linked souls remain free, the base will release them when it dies.”

Slowly, gold light grew above Bell Ridge. It drew into a spear aimed beneath Three Bridges.

At last, she aimed at the shrine base that held each willing Choir link.


Chapter 36 — Crown Break

A

t Bell Ridge, Junia's golden spear struck the shrine base beneath Three Bridges.


The ground stayed whole because the blow entered Trevor's Crown instead.

Each full-voice line snapped tight as Damaris bent over the flail she had reclaimed from Petra. Naomi's seven painful panes burst around the shrine. Petra fell from the window ledge while Adina's Gospel text burned white across both walls.

He caught the strike using Crosswind Guard.

His upper right wing shielded Damaris while the lower right covered Naomi. The upper left spread toward Petra, and the wounded lower wing closed around Adina. Each plane took one task; however, the spear had entered below their bodies, letting gold force climb through the Choir links and reach each wing from inside.

The first slender bone shaft broke silently.

Across the base, Junia's voice found them.

“Release the stolen souls or share their sentence.”

He opened Draw Fire II, and the skill located the command inside the spear before offering to pull each share into him.

He chose to take it all.

But Damaris blocked the fatal transfer.

Her refusal crossed the link before the skill moved any damage; meanwhile, Naomi closed her pane, Petra severed the route Draw Fire needed, and Adina changed the binding text from singular to plural.

He had promised that they could refuse him, which also meant they could refuse his rescue.

Eighteen seconds burned across Halo Sight. The Crown faced one hundred forty-three damage, and taking each linked share would kill Trevor. Willing Burden opened without founder assignment authority. Each woman could choose her own share, protected trait, and withdrawal threshold.

“Each one of you should take zero,” he said.

The order carried no binding weight but still carried his fear.

“Twenty-five percent,” Damaris said, guarding judgment. “Twenty,” Naomi said, guarding Memory Integrity. “Ten,” Petra said, guarding exit rights, then added five when Adina's route began to fail. “Fifteen,” the bard said, guarding the uncut founder text.

The left thirty percent belonged to Trevor.

He tried to raise his own share.

Four free refusal marks locked his share.

“I can safely tank more of this,” he said.

“You can complain about our choices later,” Damaris replied.

She drove the base strike deeper from Bell Ridge.

The shrine base opened beneath his halo. White roots ran through each road the party had crossed: Old Bell, Crown Road, North Ford, the toll house, and Three Bridges. The Crown had built itself from each willing return, so breaking it meant tearing those choices back out through the body holding them.

They had flesh anchors: one ran through Damaris's rope from the broken tower; one crossed Naomi's green wing stitches. Petra's root followed route marks that vanished when she left, while the bard's passed through each copied page of founder text.

The spear split those anchors in order.

The tower rope burned inside Damaris's pack as Naomi's old stitches pulled through his wing from within. Blue-gold marks broke along the north road; Gospel pages shed each word tied to the hidden binding field.

At Three Bridges, Elske tied fresh blue cloth above the refuge door while Colm drove his spear through the cracked east-gate bar. He bound it with his dropped chain. Beneath the shrine arch, Mara placed seven labeled salt jars while the west captain struck Junia's silence key against the wall map.

None joined the Choir, yet their actions held the local base because they chose to keep what its links had helped build.

Across four chosen harms, Trevor spread Crosswind Guard.

First, Damaris's share reached her as a command to obey the safest officer. She judged the order as a weapon and caught it inside her broken Concord seal. Gold fire split the seal from edge to center while her knees held.

The strike gave her old rank, clean armor, and each guard she could have saved through faster control. She lifted the broken seal and found the cost beneath each promise. One refugee stayed outside, one wounded guard died beneath a grate, and one founder was yielded because the order called him a vessel.

She chose the hurt rank she had earned herself.

Next, Naomi got seven lost memories at once. Each scar tried to replace one hard choice with a painless pact. She put those edits in split Mercy panes and kept her grief in the middle.

The strike gave seven easy cures: remove guilt from the blinded rider, fear from Elske, and Trevor's clash with the angel body. Naomi let each cure show its price. The rider lost his warning, Elske lost the memory that made her guard her sister, and he lost the man able to name the change.

She held that pain because it still guarded a choice.

For Petra, the share closed routes behind her, but she ran faster than the seals formed. She laid Dawn Hand marks outside the Crown before each path vanished. Her final route ended beyond his sight, where the guarded exit right stayed untouched.

The strike gave Petra one perfect road in exchange for each private turn. She drew a second path through a roof gap, a third beneath the mill, and a fourth along the river wall. Three broke beneath her feet; meanwhile, the last held no Hope and no promise that Trevor waited at its end.

She kept running toward him anyway.

Last, Adina took the binding words as lines vanished first from her books and then from the walls, then they vanished from her mind. She sang each source clause before it died, while town voices looped those facts in other words and kept the Gospel alive outside one mind.

The strike left her with a choice between exact words and shared meaning. She loved exact words enough to risk all for them; she let one source line burn, then taught the town what it did before the last letters died. Those restatements survived because no singer owned the Gospel.

At the center, Trevor got the base wound.

Four chosen burdens around one binding field left blank purposely.

The spear entered his split halo, passed down his spine, and reached the binding field beneath the Choir. It sought one lawful master, found none, and treated the blank field as damage.

His Crown began breaking around the freedom he had preserved.

The gold force offered to fix that fault if Trevor wrote his name into the binding field and turned each loose root into a bound chain. Crown Health would rise. The women would keep their memories, classes, and current bodies, while the town base hardened around one clean power.

He possessed enough power to save them by owning whatever they risked.

The choice tempted him more than Junia's identity edit had; he wanted this body while rejecting the female label forced around it. Here, too, he wanted the result while hating its means. Four women bled because he had left the binding field empty.

Through the hurt link, Damaris's chosen share reached him. She had chosen pain so she could keep her judgment instead of asking for a master; Naomi guarded memory, Petra guarded exit, and Adina guarded truth. Writing himself over those traits would turn their cost into its opposite.

But he left the binding field empty.

The lower halo ring split in two while black cracks crossed its gold upper ring. Each crack took one piece of angel control: balance, wing sense, pain filtering, voice reach, or the soft physical pattern that had made motion innate.

He dropped painfully onto his hands and knees.

The body became foreign again as long hair covered his face. His breasts shifted against the cuirass. He had learned to balance their weight months of feeling ago, though only days had passed on a calendar. Four wings dragged across the floor like dead limbs.

He had feared adaptation because ease might rewrite him. Losing that ease proved the other problem. It could become strange while he stayed himself; it could also feel right while he stayed himself. Comfort measured practice, not gender.

One known male self inside each strange or innate motion.

Carefully, Trevor named each wing by its job.

Upper right guarded Damaris. Lower right guarded Naomi. Upper left held Petra's return route. Lower left carried Adina's last source line.

Chosen purpose moved the first white feather.

Slowly, Crosswind Guard restored one plane at a time. The wings rose around the party even while Junia's strike tore through them.

The eighteen brutal seconds ended.

Damage struck all five linked souls at once.

Her seal burst. Then Naomi lost three painful panes, Petra's hidden route broke, Adina forgot the refusal clause's first wording, and his Crown fell below one-third health.

The wounds stayed after the strike passed. Blood ran from Damaris's nose and right ear. Naomi could no longer name three feelings from the lost panes, though their pain still bent her back. Petra came back with one bare foot burned black, and Adina opened her mouth on a blank place where the key source line had lived.

Inside the broken Crown, his damage reached deeper than the halo cracks. His right hand moved as the angel body expected, then stopped when his Earth reflex gave a different command. One wing tried kneeling toward Bell Ridge while the other three fought it, and each motion forced him to choose again who directed the body.

Not one woman released her chosen link.

Five free souls against one perfect command.

The chosen shares met beneath his split halo and changed shape. Together, Damaris gave judgment without control, and Naomi gave pain without edits. Likewise, Petra gave a route without ownership, while Adina gave meaning without exact words.

Their Counterpoint turned four split harms into one brace.

He pushed himself upward through the pain.

Blood, broken routes, and four limits beneath one hurt halo.

Inside the hurt shrine base, Junia's spear stopped.

Above them, Heaven's strike tried to break a chain by sending pain through each link. The party had built a net; each woman carried only her chosen part, and their split limits kept one failure from crossing the group.

A net of chosen limits beneath Heaven's single perfect chain.

He closed all four wounded wings around the gold spear and pulled.

Across the fields, Bell Ridge cracked beneath Junia's armored feet.

The golden spear at last tore itself free.

The recoil crossed the fields and struck Junia on Bell Ridge. Her closed halo opened one inch before the binding field shut it again. Seven scar marks flashed across her four wings.

She planted one armored knee in the grass.

She could strike again, but Petra held the sanction key and Forced Silence stayed locked. One more crown break would show the scar map through Junia's own wings.

The Dominion Angel pulled back, and her choice bought the party one night before the Bell Ridge duel.

One night of borrowed mercy before the duel on Bell Ridge.

Slowly, Hope returned through people who looped Adina's meaning and kept Petra's routes open. Others carried Naomi's panes or followed Damaris's hand marks without a founder order, then gold light entered the broken Crown from many paths.

Their shares totaled one hundred five percent. That overlap became a Counterpoint brace. The Crown survived at twenty-eight health and the sanctuary foundation at forty-one. As a result, Hope climbed to twenty-six, Dissonance fell to twenty-four, and Body Adaptation rose to eighty-eight percent.

The extra five percent came from Petra changing her share after Adina's route weakened. He had not planned it, yet Counterpoint paid the overlap because one free choice had answered one more in time.

The crushing hit brought Level Eighteen with increases to Might, Vitality, and Focus. Instead of raising his founder share or reading sealed binding paths, he spent the new skill point on Many Voices II. It kept independent channels active through silence or severance.

At once, Many Voices II opened a narrow channel through each broken route, carrying no order, only presence. Swiftly, Damaris struck her ruined seal against the floor. Naomi said with one green pulse. Petra replied from beyond sight through a blue route spark; Adina hummed a tune whose words Junia had wiped.

He wanted to thank them, but the phrase sounded too small beside blood, lost skills, and broken memories.

Quickly, Damaris solved his first failure. “Do not use this cost as a right to spend us again.”

“I will not make that mistake.”

Beside him, Naomi held three lost panes against her chest. “Chosen pain creates a duty of care, but it does not clear a debt.”

“I know and accept that obligation.”

Soon, Petra returned through the blue spark and landed hard beside him. “You now owe me a replacement route.”

At last, Adina touched the blank place in her Gospel notes. “You owe me the exact clause I forgot.”

The debt felt heavier than taking the whole spear, and Trevor took it because the cost and all its terms belonged to them.

One accountable founder beneath four freely chosen and living debts.

He started with Damaris and cleaned blood from her ear; she listed each judgment that stayed intact, then Naomi made him repeat the three lost feelings. Without inventing content, she mapped their empty panes. He wrapped Petra's burned foot but promised no route as payment; she would choose the new one. At his side, Adina spoke each living form of the lost clause. Beyond the room, town singers fixed one another from memory.

Their necessary care took longer than Junia's strike.

A growth panel opened inside his broken Crown.

Three angel forms waited behind gold seals. One wore soft white light, one more carried fitted war plate, and the third had no fixed face.

Slowly, Trevor reached toward the first golden seal.

SYSTEM // The cathedral wants ownership. Your answer remains a radiant middle finger.
READOUT // Crown break — survived
VITALS // HP 62/238 — strained | MP 48/266 — critical
SKILL COST // Many Voices II: 24 MP plus 50 Hope for the five-part brace.
Burden shares: Trevor 30% / Damaris 25% / Naomi 20% / Petra 15% / Adina 15%.
Counterpoint brace: 5% overlap converted.
Crown health now measures 28 out of 100.
Sanctuary foundation: 41/100.
Hope: 0 out of 85 → 26 out of 85.
Dissonance: 34 → 24.
You now adapt physically at 84% → 88%.
Update: Level 18.
Cumulative XP now totals +950 out of 9,350 cumulative.
Might +1 / vitality +1 / focus +1.
Selected: many voices II.
Update: Level 20 evolution gate.
You now adapt physically at 88/100.
You have not yet completed the personal feat.
Route soul mark: missing.
Evolution preview: available.
Evolution choice: locked — no soul mark.


Forty-eight MP bought two clean Many Voices formations. A third would cost 48 HP through overcast. It would leave him fourteen from Soul Exposure. Trevor marked that choice as open, awful, and likely. The entire panel stayed locked because Trevor had no Soul Mark.


Chapter 37 — Leave or Stay

B

efore dark, Trevor opened each Choir link. The party had spent the day on the harm from Junia's crown break. Beside him, Damaris bound her split seal with blue cord. She rebuilt two of her three painful panes; the thief marked a new road to Bell Ridge but kept its last turn private. Meanwhile, Adina filled six pages with the refusal clause she no longer knew word for word.


Until each woman could walk out, Trevor waited, then he met them in the east gatehouse where he and Damaris had proved the first release. The outer doors stood open toward Bell Ridge. Behind them, the west postern stayed unbarred while Petra's dawn marks gave them a third path across the roofs.

No siege trapped them now; still, Trevor set the Bell Ridge plan on the floor between all three exits. At dawn, Junia would cut Choir Reach and seal him in the duel ring. Then she would drive her crown-break spear through the weakest linked soul; the party could hold her outer line, but each full voice would still be a target.

“The safest plan for you is leaving Three Bridges before dawn,” he said.

Damaris folded both arms and said, “That is a quite poor opening for a battle plan.”

He said, “I am learning from the best strategist I have.”

Dryly, she replied, “You are learning from yourself, which explains the problem.”

That landed harder than Junia's cleanest strike ever had.

He opened the release choice without a joke; all four voices showed full Memory Integrity and Autonomy, no owner, and open exits. Release would end Choir skills without touching class gains, memories, standing, Hope, or safety. Only each woman's independent return could reconnect her.

He said, “I am releasing all four links.” “Reject the duel plan and leave.” “Stay and name your reason, limits, and the cost I must bear.”

Carefully, Naomi studied the choice and said, “You now know our answers.”

“I knew them before Junia nearly broke the Crown,” he said.

Carefully, she asked, “And now pain has made you distrust them?”

He said, “Now I know wanting to protect you can turn into wanting the right to decide.”

He selected release; the Choir vanished.

Under the release, Damaris's firm duty left first. The healer's layered care came next. The thief's restless map went dark. At last, Adina's stream of doubts ended.

Standing steadily alone in the female angel body. Four wings ached with no shared pain. Cold air crossed his bare waist and short skirt; meanwhile, no borrowed warmth eased the fear beneath his ribs.

The release also stripped away four parts of his fight sense. The judgment marks left the bridge, and Naomi's wound panes closed around the ache in his Crown. The hidden paths left blank stone on the threat map; the source meanings fell from the System text.

He could call the release a test and restore all four. Beneath his halo, the founder offer waited with each prior term saved.

Firmly closing the waiting offer without testing any saved term.

His Earth stayed in the quiet. He still knew his name, male identity, goals, and desire for the women who walked from him. The hush hurt because the bonds were real, not because the System had changed who he was without them.

No command beneath that honest quiet.

A gate guard brought word of rakers in the south ditch. He passed the fact to the local captain and kept his hands from the defense map. If the town stood only while four women lived in his Crown, the Mercy route had failed before Bell Ridge.

“Go before I find one more coward's excuse,” he said.

Through the east doors, Damaris carried the Bell Ridge plan. Beyond the bridge, she stopped at the first defense marker. Inside the gatehouse, Trevor waited while she read each phase beyond Choir Reach. At last, Damaris tore the plan in half.

The paladin returned. Both pieces landed at his feet.

Chosen duty, never borrowed control.

She pointed to the second phase. “You ask me to hold Junia's outer guard while you take the spear alone, and I refuse.”

He said, “That phase keeps you outside the binding field, where Junia cannot use you.”

Firmly, she said, “My Old Bell limit remains: I will not leave a conscious person I promised to guard.”

She placed one boot on the split plan. “My reason is duty I chose after the church stripped my rank.” Then she added, “My cost is your promise to stop and listen when I judge an order as a weapon.”

He said, “I accept that without qualification or any hidden override.”

Quietly, Damaris touched the blue cord around her ruined seal and said, “I also love you, and that does not make the combat objection less valid.”

He warmed at the plain words, and he said, “I love you too, even when your objections draw blood.”

Dryly, she said, “Better delivery, though still poor enough to require practice.”

She opened a fresh link offer and added the changed second phase. Firmly, Damaris accepted it herself, returning Duty beside his thoughts with warmth in its own chosen place.

Through the west postern, Naomi left without weapon, care bag, or Choir mark. He stayed where she had left him. After ten minutes, the postern guard brought a sealed green pane. The healer had walked beyond Crown Health range.

She returned after twenty minutes with mud on her robe and seven small stones from the road.

Mercy with mud on its boots.

The healer placed the stones on the torn plan and explained, “Each stands for one memory Junia lost.” “I stay out of mercy for the woman trying to kill us.” “No one else can keep those scars split when her soul opens.”

He asked, “And what part of that reason belongs specifically to me?”

Softly, she said, “I want you and care whether you live, but neither feeling gives me the right to abandon a patient I can reach.”

Naomi set the seventh stone beneath the duel mark and said, “Do not take my pain because it scares you; ask once, then accept my answer.”

He said, “I accept the limit just as you stated it.”

Naomi added, “My cost is care after the fight, even if you think living clears the debt.”

He replied, “That cost is accepted with no life exemption.”

Naomi renewed her link but kept the pain channel closed. Briefly, she opened warmth enough for Trevor to feel the cost of her restraint.

Across the roofs, Petra took her private path. Her dawn marks vanished in order until the final step crossed beyond Halo Sight. He tracked none of them. While sunset reached the gatehouse floor, Damaris repaired the split plan. The healer counted his pulse without opening a care link.

Four open roads and no master.

From the floor, Petra returned when one blue-gold hand broke the stone. Her cropped auburn head followed, then came one shoulder and the yellow coat as she quickly climbed from a route that had not existed before.

Breathlessly, she said, “I found a road to the southern ports.” “No Concord checkpoints, and enough abandoned toll coin to buy passage.”

His mouth went dry, but he said, “That is a good route with the exit you were owed.”

“Great route; I closed it.”

He said, “You did not have to close that road for me.”

She said, “I know just what I chose and why I chose it.”

Petra stood close enough for her coat to touch his bare waist and said, “My reason is freedom.” “Leaving means nothing if I only do it when staying feels safe, and I want to stand beside you because I can walk away.”

She put his palm against the warm skin above her hip, a touch carrying no link, route mark, or public witness.

She said, “My limit stays one unlinked hour each day.” “My hidden paths remain mine.” “My cost is a better road after Bell Ridge.”

He admitted, “I cannot promise where it goes.”

She said, “That uncertainty is precisely why I want the promised road.”

The thief kissed him before he found one more answer. Her mouth opened against his and drew his lower lip between her teeth. His hand held the hip she had gave. He physically pressed close without making either choice for him.

She ended the kiss when his wings began curling around her.

She said, “That road stays closed until the next book.”

He replied, “That is cruel route design for a man under romantic siege.”

Dryly, she said, “That is a necessary retention rule for the next volume.”

The thief opened her own link and returned with each limit intact.

Purposely, Adina approached no door. Instead, she sat beside the torn duel plan with the sanction key, six rewritten clauses, and the blank page marking what Junia had wiped.

He said, “You can leave.”

She said, “I can, and the open roads remain open to me.”

He replied, “You never tested any of those open roads for yourself.”

The bard tapped the blank page and said, “My value is truth, not motion; Petra proved the exits work, and repeating her test would turn freedom into ritual.”

She moved the sanction key into Trevor's reach and said, “I stay because Junia's binding field proves Heaven lied about the founder layer.” “If you die, the uncut source may close for one more generation.”

He said, “That makes me sound much like an unsafe banned book.”

“You are a lovely illegal library with breasts.”

His next line vanished somewhere behind his teeth.

Warmly, Adina smiled and added, “I am also attracted to the librarian.”

She loosened the blue tie at the front of his cuirass. Slowly, her knuckles brushed the upper curve of one breast while she checked the hidden source mark.

His nipple tightened under the edge of her hand.

She said, “No truth turns yours because it passed through your Crown; my private notes remain mine, and my cost is full access to any binding field used against the party.”

He replied, “I accept that limit without claiming a single private note.”

Then she said, “Now we negotiate my split relationship term with you.”

She kissed the place above his breast where the source mark glowed. Warm lips and a brief touch of tongue sent heat through his chest. Before pulling her close, Trevor caught the gatehouse post and waited for a clear offer.

The bard looked up through the open neck of his cuirass and said, “You may touch my hair and waist.”

He did both.

She rose and kissed him on the mouth. For three slow breaths, her slim body pressed against his, and her desire needed no Choir to make itself plain.

The bard stepped back before the touch became a promise the night could not keep.

She said, “Future source access remains under review.”

He said, “I respect peer review when it arrives with good proof.”

And she said, “You have never honored peer review for over ten seconds.”

She renewed the fourth link.

The full Choir came back but did not wipe away the hour apart; four women held four clear places around Trevor's thoughts. No feeling merged or became a group answer.

Four returns without a single order.

Together, they rebuilt the duel plan on the gatehouse floor.

Sharply, Damaris cut the phase that left Trevor alone beneath Junia's first spear, then placed herself on the ridge path with the right to break any founder call that put a conscious ally at risk. He added no override.

Naomi set hard stop marks around each wound link. One red pane meant ask, two meant stop, and three closed the link even if he fought it. She placed her seven stones outside the fight map because Junia's lost memories were still patients, not targets.

Petra moved the retreat from the west slope to a bare drop behind the bell stones; she showed Trevor the way in but kept the way out private. If Junia stole the plan, Petra would still own one path the Dominion line could not guess.

Adina replaced each fixed call with pairs of meaning. Hold could mean keep the line, deny the path, or a hand on the bell rope. The Choir bore the sense while each woman chose her words. Forced Silence could block sound and still miss the plan.

The new draft looked worse on a clean plan pane. It held four timing gaps, three refusal branches, two private fields, and one path Trevor could not see.

One messy plan against perfect Heaven.

Junia's line depended on all obeying the safest answer. The messy plan gave her nothing perfect to copy.

Damaris folded the two torn halves but did not seal them. Naomi set the stones on the crease, Petra drew her clear path on one half; Adina wrote the shared meanings on the other.

Trevor added his own limit at the bottom: no identity edit, no owner claim, and no win that needed either.

SYSTEM // Counterpoint ready. Four free plans; one spectacularly rude conclusion.
READOUT // Choir reconciliation — before bell ridge
VITALS // HP 139/238 — ready | MP 176/266 — ready
Unlocked: Damaris Pike.
• Reason: chosen duty and love.
• Limit: judgment can stop a harmful order.
Unlocked: Naomi Talbot.
• Reason: mercy, care, and desire.
• Limit: pain sharing requires one ask and one accepted answer.
Unlocked: Petra Coyle.
• Reason: freedom proven by voluntary return.
• Limit: daily unlinked hour and private routes.
Unlocked: Adina Kroll.
• Reason: truth, source access, and attraction.
• Limit: private knowledge remains hers.
Autonomy: 100 out of 100 out of 100 out of 100.
Exit permission: enabled / enabled / enabled / enabled.
No one currently owns you.
Hope: 26 out of 85 → 44 out of 85.
Dissonance: 24 → 16.
Combat gain: none.


The System gave no level, skill, or title. Trevor held four harder vows and the duty to keep them.

Naomi took the seven stones from the plan and set one in Trevor's palm, closing his fingers around it.

She said, “We test the wound counter at dawn; if you survive the first pass, come to me after.”

Heat gathered low in Trevor's belly before her meaning reached his answer.

He said, “Yes, and I will come to you after the first pass.”


Chapter 38 — A Healer's Choice

A

t dawn, Naomi drove Junia's broken spear through Trevor's right wing; the white-gold point split feathers, crossed one bone shaft, and entered the green Mercy pane behind it. He bit a leather strap until Naomi pulled the spear free.


Dryly, Naomi said, “That was the first pass; are you still alive enough to complain?”

He spat the strap onto the shrine table and said, “The patient objects to your bedside manner.”

She replied, “The patient insisted pain was part of his build.”

He said, “The patient was selling himself to a hot healer.”

And she said, “The patient was selling himself to me quite poorly.”

He had promised to come to her after the first test, but he had not expected a spear before breakfast.

Carefully, Naomi reset the white wing bone. Without numbing its pain, she sealed the wound. Around them, seven green panes held one feeling apiece from Junia's scars. Three had returned overnight; four stayed incomplete.

For the wound counter, they needed a live Crown path, a Dominion weapon, and two willing people. Together, Trevor and Naomi supplied all three.

Outside the shrine ward, Damaris, Petra, and Adina waited. If the counter failed, Trevor and Naomi alone would suffer.

The healer touched the spear to her own left palm and said, “Open Willing Burden at equal share.”

He opened it but stopped before taking, then asked, “Do you still choose this?”

She said, “Yes, so ask once and then accept the answer.”

He accepted.

The spear wound reopened in both bodies. Blood ran from Naomi's palm to her wrist while his wing split again. Inside the clear Mercy pane, shared pain met Junia's binding key as it sought the true wound.

She changed the pane label from patient to witness; the spear lost its target for one breath.

He pulled half the wound toward himself, but Naomi held the share even; they moved it between witness states without naming an owner.

The white-gold spear point slowly turned dull between them.

The counter reached forty-two percent stability; either witness could end the exchange, but an uneven share or owner claim would reopen the full wound. Forced participation would collapse the counter.

The healer lifted the spear.

He said, “We need one more pass before Bell Ridge.”

The second pass entered his thigh and her shoulder. At fifty-eight percent stability, pain broke their timing. His leg went numb below one knee; Naomi's left arm dropped.

She ended the exchange before either wound tore wider.

The full wound returned to each body instead of multiplying. He fell against the table while Naomi braced on the wall and restored his leg before treating her shoulder.

He said, “Again.”

She said, “No, because your body needs healing before one more pass.”

The single word closed Willing Burden.

Trevor accepted it and said, “We continue after you finish the healing.”

She said, “We continue after food and one more honest assessment.”

He replied, “That is an unusually cruel restriction for a healer class.”

The healer fed him bread with bitter green paste while she repaired her arm. He asked whether she always began foreplay with bitter paste, so she added enough medicine to numb his smart-ass tongue.

The final training pass began an hour later.

For him, Naomi chose the stomach scar Junia had healed. On her body, Trevor chose the same place. The green Mercy light copied the wound state instead of torn flesh, then the witness skill split the pain.

They kept their breathing off-pattern because Junia's spear expected one owner rhythm. Purposely, Naomi slowed when he sped up. He held when Naomi shifted. Between them, the witness exchange moved without merging.

Stability climbed through seventy, eighty, and ninety percent.

At ninety-four, he physically adapted. Four wings held the split wound shares. Meanwhile, his halo opened two witness spaces around an empty center.

The spear mark vanished from both stomachs.

At ninety-four percent stability, Body Adaptation rose from eighty-eight to ninety-four. Both witnesses stayed self-held. For seven seconds, the Dominion target became invalid, then each wound returned to its original owner.

The healer closed the test before pride caused a fourth pass; the other women entered for combat proof.

First, Damaris carried the broken Dominion spear. Next, Petra held Junia's sanction key. At last, Adina rebuilt the ending command without restoring private memory.

The healer placed Trevor inside a white chalk ring and said, “We need three ownerless seconds.” “If either witness claims the wound, the spear finds him.” “A slipped share gives both bodies the full cut.”

The paladin set the spear against Trevor's chest and asked, “Ready?”

“No.”

She drove it forward.

The counter opened between Trevor and Naomi, and they split the point before it broke skin. The thief turned the sanction key to give the weapon a lawful target check while Adina spoke the rebuilt command.

“Return the owned soul to licensed care.”

His founder field tried to claim Naomi for guard. Firmly holding it empty.

First second.

The spear moved one inch and cut Witness Cloth, filling Naomi's painful pane with pressure across her own chest. Her healer's reflex named Trevor as patient and herself as caretaker, and the role gap pulled the wound toward him.

She changed both labels to witness.

Second second.

The thief twisted the sanction key while thin gold lines searched the chalk ring, Choir, shrine, and civic fields for an owner. The paladin pressed harder when the check failed.

His wings opened around Naomi, but Crosswind Guard treated cover as a claim and gave his name to the weapon.

He assigned each wing to guard the empty space instead of the woman inside it.

Third second.

The bard ended the command as the spearhead touched his skin and turned flat against his sternum.

The sanction key showed INVALID TARGET, and Damaris withdrew the weapon. “At Bell Ridge, Junia will force both witnesses apart.”

Two witnesses and no owner.

He said, “Many Voices II should hold our presence through severance.”

The healer fixed him with a stare and said, “It holds presence, but the counter still needs our split choices.”

The thief added a dawn mark beneath the chalk and said, “I can move Naomi through the controlling check if Junia seals the ground.”

The bard changed the ending phrase and said, “I can delay the final word, although I cannot cancel it.”

One workable opening stayed. Four ways to fail made it real enough for Bell Ridge.

The paladin touched the torn cloth over Trevor's chest and said, “There will be no fourth pass today.”

The healer opened the shrine door and said, “That is correct, and he promised to come to me after the first test.”

The thief looked over the bed, his bare thigh, and Naomi's loosened robe before asking, “Is this an extensive care follow-up?”

She said, “The care follow-up will be private, careful, and extensive.”

The bard handed Naomi a clean page and said, “Record any handy discoveries for later peer review.”

The paladin took both women by the shoulders and steered them into the hall, her glance back carrying warm approval and a promise of her own.

The healer shut the door.

His body carried the work better than his mind expected. The female hips kept his stance low. Easily, the lighter frame shifted between panes without dragging Naomi off balance. Sensitive skin warned him when a wound share moved before the System caught it.

He liked the fit between body and build, and fear followed that pleasure. Each instinct and clean motion made the angel form more like home; meanwhile, the prospect of losing it now hurt more than never returning to a male body had hurt on the first day.

She said, “You survived each needed pass of the wound test.”

He used the opening prepared at breakfast. “My health bar is mostly full, and I believe the healer mentioned a private reward structure.”

The healer untied her robe. At once, the line died in his mouth.

The green cloth slid from warm light-beige white skin with no armor underneath. Her full breasts settled free when the robe dropped from her shoulders. Around her face, dark curls framed the healer who had never treated Trevor as less of a man.

She said, “Lie down on the narrow bed for me.”

He went down grinning and reached for her before his shoulders touched the sheet.

Naomi climbed over him with the calm authority she used on a treatment table. Taller, stronger, and entirely sure of what she wanted, she pinned his wrists above his head until his grin broke into a hungry breath.

The healer climbed onto the narrow bed and straddled his thighs. His white-blue tunic stayed loose after treatment. So she pulled it over his head, opened the split skirt, and left him bare beneath her.

Naomi released his wrists only to set his hands on the soft curve above her hips, then leaned down to kiss him. He gripped her waist and pulled her flush. Her breasts pressed against his, warm skin against pale skin, while her curls brushed across his cheeks.

He opened his mouth beneath hers. When the jokes stopped, the kiss slowed. Naomi used her tongue without hurry and held his face between both hands. Beneath her weight, every guarded muscle softened.

She kissed down his throat, then her mouth closed around one nipple while her fingers worked the other; he arched into the touch. Heat gathered through his breasts and spread lower until his vulva grew wet against the sheet.

Trevor hooked one leg around Naomi's hip and drew her down the bed.

“I want your mouth between my legs and your fingers inside me.”

Her answering smile turned the healer wicked before she moved lower.

Naomi opened his thighs and kissed the tender skin beside the healed spear test. Her tongue reached his wet folds. Slowly, it drew one line from his vaginal opening to his clitoris as each wing pressed flat against the mattress.

He gripped the sheet and said, “Do that just the same way again for me.”

She looped the same touch, then she held his clitoris between her lips while short strokes built pressure. One finger entered his vagina. Inside him, it curled toward the place that made his hips lift.

Pleasure filled the body with pain's sharp detail and none of its damage. Trevor loved how the female nerves carried it. Equally, he loved the wet sounds Naomi drew from him and the firm hand restraining his hip.

Trevor rolled his hips into her hand and opened wider. Naomi answered with a second finger. She kept the rhythm steady until his inner muscles tightened around her; he came against her mouth with his thighs around her shoulders. Bright waves rolled through his clitoris, breasts, stomach, and wings.

Steadily, Naomi stayed with him through the last pulse, then rose before sensitivity became pain. He pulled her into a kiss and tasted himself on her tongue.

He said, “Now I want to give you the same pleasure.”

Naomi lay back and guided him between her thighs, her vulva now wet; he used the skill Damaris had taught him and the care Naomi had never hidden. He placed two fingers over her clitoris, changed pressure when her hips moved, and obeyed her request for slower circles.

She said, “Use your mouth on me now.”

He dropped his head.

Her taste filled his mouth as he used a flat tongue across her clitoris; he entered her vagina with two fingers when she spread wider for him. Naomi's working hand settled in his long hair. The other rested above her own breast instead of hiding the pleasure on her face.

He curled his fingers until Naomi's thighs tightened beside his ears.

He kept the same pace as her breath broke. Her body pulled his fingers deeper, and her orgasm tightened around them in a series of hard pulses. He slowed only when her hand eased him back.

Naomi drew him up to rest beside her.

She said, “That is a good habit for a new healer.”

“I am multiclassing under hard field conditions.”

She replied, “Your Charisma still remains the most obvious dump stat.”

“My Grace score is now twenty-three and still rising.”

And she said, “That is a fully different and far less handy stat in a chat.”

She put his hand between her thighs and placed her own between his, and they touched each other without racing. He circled Naomi's clitoris while she used two wet fingers over his, their legs tangled on the narrow bed.

Slowly, the second build rose. Naomi kissed him through it and studied his face when the body neared the edge. Her own pleasure rose beneath Trevor's hand.

They came close together. Naomi's body tightened first before he followed beneath her fingers. His second orgasm came softer and longer than the first. She pulled him into a deep kiss while both bodies still trembled, and he held her there until their breathing eased.

Naomi cleaned them with warm water and a soft cloth. Carefully, she checked each wound, brought bread without medicine, and folded one green robe around them.

He lay with his head on her breast while the female body stayed loose, wet, and deeply sated; he wanted its shape, nerves, and pleasure to remain his.

“Wanting this body to remain mine still scares me,” he said. “I like being pretty. I like women looking at me and deciding I belong under them.”

Naomi wound one blonde curl around her finger. “A terrible burden. Your masculinity may never recover from two women making you come.”

“Twice each,” he said. “Accuracy matters.”

She kissed his brow. “You are still Trevor. Still he. Still catastrophically pleased with himself.”

That was enough. He remembered Earth, kept his vows, chose his battles, and wanted women with the same uncomplicated hunger he always had. The body changed how pleasure reached him; it did not get to rename the man enjoying it.

Naomi opened the seventh painful pane while he rested against her; the wound test had brought back one lost edge from Junia's spear work. Gold text shone inside the green frame.

SYSTEM // The crown is cracking. Keep the people, lose the chains.
READOUT // Shared mercy I — combat validated
VITALS // HP 104/238 — strained | MP 151/266 — ready
Stability: 94%.
You now adapt physically at 88% → 94%.
Witnesses: self-held / self-held.
No one currently owns you.
Counter duration: 7 seconds.
Recovery: wound returns to original owner.
Update: Dominion spear — owner validation.
Unlocked: Valid targets.
• Soul owned by hostile key.
• Soul claimed by unauthorized founder.
• Unlicensed owner field.
Unlocked: Invalid target.
• Willing soul with no current owner.
Validation timing: before finishing command.
Ownerless window required: 3 seconds.


Junia's spear could not strike a soul with no owner now.


Chapter 39 — No Owner

A

t dawn, Trevor found his name buried in each binding field though the open sheets read NONE. The source held one more rule: if a link broke, Dissonance spiked, or a voice could not choose, the Crown holder owned it until the crisis ended.


Beneath the hidden name waited protective custody.

The heavenly safeguard promised custody; Junia's spear called it a valid target.

Together, Trevor and the four women stood by the east gate. At Three Bridges, people packed the walls while Bell Ridge waited beneath Junia's shut halo.

The duel would begin at the first white marker, so he opened the buried layer while he could still turn back.

The hidden fallback named Trevor as emergency owner whenever Choir Reach broke, Autonomy failed, memory collapsed, or Dissonance cascaded. It could preserve links by force, assign pain and commands, and block each exit. Lasting removal risked lost voices and Crown collapse, with no command recall and no undo at his rank.

In Heaven's safe route, survival needed stolen choice; he chose remove.

The fallback touched all five souls; therefore, the System asked each linked woman to agree. He showed the full cost and shut his command link.

The paladin spoke publicly. She drew her blessed flail, laid its chain across his split halo, and judged the hidden claim at dawn.

The mark listed who would pay for its care, with Damaris first.

“Remove it,” she said. “Duty without judgment is the wound I came here with.”

Her chosen duty spoke before warmth could blur her judgment.

Next, Naomi opened each painful pane while the fallback swore to save her if she grew too weak to speak. She drew one green line around it and one more around her soul.

“If I cannot choose, care for my body until I can,” she said. “Do not use silence as my yes.”

He added that care term without retaining claim.

Petra broke her link before she read the offer, walked through the east gate, and crossed the first white mark. In Junia's duel range, the fallback had no link to guard and no path to claim her.

She chose to return, reached the wall, and opened a fresh Choir offer with the latent owner struck from its source.

“My answer is the route,” she said. “I leave. I return. Neither act belongs to your crisis plan.”

At last, Adina read the owner code aloud. Her Gospel showed the guard, each cause, and the power Trevor would lose, then she burned his name from her copy without waiting for the System.

“Truth stays true during a crisis,” she said. “Otherwise it is decoration.”

Four answers entered the founder layer through duty, care, motion, and public text before he confirmed deletion.

Four answers against one immaculate safeguard.

Still, the fallback resisted through each person it had been built to save.

For Damaris, the layer replayed the bell-tower fall. The field could have forced her wings and caught Trevor before she chose the risk; it showed the gatehouse, where one clean order dropped the grate before rakers got in. Last came Bell Ridge, with her alive because the Crown had sent her away.

He removed his name from her layer.

For Naomi, the layer showed the burned shrine sick, with the founder holding her soul after strain made her mute. It healed seven scars in her mind without making Junia relive them. Last came each future patient, calm beneath one kind owner, before he removed his name from her layer.

For Petra, the layer swore to mark ambushes, drag her through Choir Reach, and save each hidden road if she died. No sound map would die with its maker, but that perfect care cost her freedom, so he removed his name.

For Adina, the layer promised an uncut archive copying each private note before fire, death, or doubt destroyed it. The System could preserve truth even when she chose silence, so he removed his name from her layer.

At last, the last claim belonged to him.

It swore to guard who he was: if his changed body, pleasure, fear, or Dominion ever changed his own answer, the Crown could bring back the male self logged now. He would stay a man because the System forced him to stay his nineteen-year-old self.

The guard promised what he wanted while it killed the right he fought to keep, so Trevor took his name from himself.

Then the Crown broke, and gold lines tore from his halo with each stat. Might fell first, dropping the chain when his arms failed. Vitality went next as the spear wound split his gut, followed by Agility, Focus, Will, and Grace.

He collapsed across the cold gate road as the female body failed without Heaven's aid. Four wings went dead, and long blond hair covered his mouth while his soft chest pressed stone with each thin breath.

His Body Adaptation showed no falling number; it demanded proof.

Moving purposely without any founder claiming him.

He set one palm under his shoulder, moved the slim hips he knew from fights, and pulled the low wings clear before their weight tore one more joint. Moving purposely through learned skill, not Heaven's claim.

His first trembling knee came underneath the known body.

His Earth stayed; he stayed male. The female angel body was still his because he lived and chose through it; no binding field bound those facts.

One male self stood without a System leash.

Each link fell in the cut, yet he used no recall as he faced the town with nine Crown Health, no party buffs, and no power to make them come back.

Nine Crown Health and no recall.

From distant Bell Ridge, Junia tested his empty Crown.

One white-gold command crossed the fields and came through the east gate. “All licensed souls must leave the false founder.”

The order found no competing owner; all four women got it without his Crown shielding or pulling them back.

First, Damaris walked to the gate, studied his unsteady stance, then turned her back on Junia and returned.

Next, Naomi let Licensed Cleansing ease her lost panes. She took the healing, tested what she could feel, and came back without mistaking relief for trust.

Petra left by the south road, where Junia posed no threat and Trevor had no mark to track. Her place stayed bare until a blue spark came back from past both angels' reach.

At last, Adina stayed at the Gospel board, wrote both claims, and let the town weigh them before she chose.

The paladin renewed first. Her flail chain rose from the road and settled across his shoulders while Duty entered the Crown through an open refusal path.

She changed one term first: each new crisis began with a question, never an order. If he could not speak, Dawn Judgment would show the harm he meant and Damaris would choose what came next.

The healer came back second and closed his gut wound through one clear Mercy pane while keeping her pain her own.

Her new terms let healers tend her passed-out body but not touch her mind, heart, or sense of self. Soul edits still had to wait for her yes.

The thief came back from past Bell Ridge through a path she held at both ends.

She added a death clause: if she died, her own roads died with her unless she chose to share them first. He hated the loss but knew the maps were hers.

The bard came back after the town Gospel proved his name gone from each fallback line; she would copy each new owner-field change. No hidden patch could restore his claim without showing on the town boards and in her own copy.

Four free links built the Crown once more around a bare core: four returns across an empty center.

Visibly, the new frame looked weak. Four links could close on their own, and each friend kept one field Trevor could not read. Open Arms II spent more Aether to bridge cut paths because no binding key held their far ends.

Yet those flaws blocked Junia. She could cut one link and face three who chose once more, or force one body but not chain the rest. The bare core gave her no master to replace.

Hope rose as the town saw Trevor give up safe control before he asked them to face Junia. Their trust raised its cap. No crisis could turn that trust into a claim.

Public trust without a crisis master.

Dissonance fell because the Choir no longer hid a rule that fought its open word.

Across Three Bridges, Hope grew through small acts. Gate guards changed the crisis bell to four bright signs; meanwhile, refuge homes kept blue exit cloth by each door. Healers marked which care could go on while a soul lay still and which acts needed a fresh yes. Ward singers put Adina's alert in their streets' own words.

None joined the Choir, yet the town strengthened it by practicing freedom beyond Trevor.

At last, the level brought back his stats but not his claim. Vitality sealed the spear wound, Will held the bare field against Junia's command, and Grace spread through four free voices before it met each guard line. Level Nineteen worked through those lines instead of going around them.

Then a new mark formed inside his split halo: one golden eye surrounded by four open lines.

One gold eye and four open lines.

SYSTEM // Darling, you are about to make theology everyone else's combat problem.
READOUT // Ownerless crown — validated
VITALS // HP 58/248 — strained | MP 89/272 — strained
Latent emergency owner: removed.
No one currently owns you.
Founder reversion claim: none.
You now adapt physically at 94% → 100%.
Identity continuity: verified — male / he-him.
Full voices: 0/4 → 4/4, independently renewed.
Crown health now measures 9 out of 100.
Update: Level 19.
Cumulative XP now totals +1,000 out of 10,350 cumulative.
Vitality +1 / will +1 / grace +1.
Open arms I → open arms II.
Hope: 44 out of 85 → 67 out of 110.
Dissonance: 16 → 10.
Update: Soul mark — witness mark I.
Level 20: incomplete.
Body adaptation 100%: complete.
Route soul mark: complete.
You have not yet completed the personal feat.
Evolution choice: locked.


The ledger expected three done requirements, so Trevor read the mismatch and scrolled.

Living through the owner-field cut moved his own feat ahead but did not end it. The System had treated Body Adaptation and the Soul Mark as one linked gate until Bell Ridge began.

Three paths now stood ready: Body Adaptation, the Witness Mark, and the start of his own feat. Level Twenty lay ahead; meanwhile, the feat asked him to break Junia's last strike with no Choir command.

He opened three growth previews for the women; Witness Angel carried a stable golden halo and soft white-blue armor shaped by free Hope. Dominion Heir gave Junia's four-wing rank and a lawful binding key. Choir Saint wiped Trevor's body conflict by aligning his identity to the female vessel.

They promised cleaner power, so he closed both and said, “No owner; no identity rewrite.”

Only the bright Witness Angel preview stayed open.

She changed the flail chain across his shoulders. “My answer still stands.”

She checked his open halo and found no claim beneath it. “My answer remains unchanged.”

Then Petra marked a road up Bell Ridge and hid its last turn. “Try to keep up.”

The bard copied the Witness Mark into the public Gospel. “The source now holds a stable Choir with no owner.”

Junia descended onto the ridge.

Trevor crossed the first white marker with the women beside him.

The Dominion Angel drove her spear into the air between them.

Space vanished as twenty feet of open ground became a golden wall beyond Choir Reach. The four women stayed on its far side with each link cut.

Junia began the duel by wiping the air between them.


Chapter 40 — Bell Ridge

S

uddenly, Junia wiped twenty feet of air between Trevor and the party.


The gold wall held no stone, light, or sound. It removed space itself from Choir Reach, leaving Damaris one stride away in one more world.

At once, Junia struck before he tested the edge.

Her spear crossed Bell Ridge in one white line as he split Crosswind Guard across two wing planes. His right wing caught the shaft while his left blocked Junia's lower feathers and both boots braced against the hill.

The impact threw him through the first bell stone.

Gray rock broke around his narrow body while Witness Cloth saved his ribs and left both thighs bare beneath the torn skirt. He rolled downhill until the town chain caught a root.

Above him, Junia landed with four untouched wings spread wide.

“Your voices left the moment I removed your reach,” she said.

Purposely opening Many Voices II.

Four channels stayed as points of presence beyond the gold wall, though no words, feelings, marks, or skills crossed. The women existed there as split choices he could neither read nor command.

Four voices beyond stolen space.

That split presence was enough for him to open Split Ring.

The lower crescent held Trevor alone. The upper held four blank witness spaces and public acts stored as gold marks: Elske's blue cloth, Mara's salt jars, Colm's gate chain, and Adina's copied clauses.

Promptly, Junia drove her white-gold spear through the split ring.

He spent twelve Hope and turned the first mark into a route instead of a shield. Elske's cloth had meant an open exit; therefore, gold light gave one path around the spear without ordering his feet.

An exit unprompted, chosen without yielding his own feet.

The point passed beneath his arm as Trevor wrapped the town chain around Junia's shaft and pulled himself inside her reach. His brow struck her calm face, making the closed halo ring like a bell.

Violently, Junia answered his headbutt with all four armored wings.

Upper feathers cut his shoulders while lower feathers hooked his knees; she lifted him from the ground, turned once, and threw him toward the wiped space.

He struck the gold wall hard enough to lose Choir Reach.

The missing air removed him from Choir Reach piece by piece. His right hand vanished from the System map, followed by one breast, half his halo, and two wingtips. His body stayed whole while each founder skill lost those parts.

He pulled free before the erasure reached his identity line.

Then Junia raised the spear. “The body belongs to Heaven. The soul inside it has no licensed place.”

“I made a banned place that belongs fully to me.”

“You built it fully through stolen and unauthorized founder power.”

“I built it through better patch notes and willing allies.”

Her spear hit the ground where his foot had been.

The blade released a white controlling circle on impact, sending words around his boots: BODY ALIGNS SOUL. SOUL ALIGNS OFFICE. OFFICE ALIGNS OWNER.

His knees turned inward while his shoulders drew back. The stance was not weak, only wrong for him—an elegant court pose built to present the angel body for approval. Heat gathered beneath his ribs as the circle gave relief from conflict. One surrender would make him adore the shape, accept the office, and forget why it had scared him.

One lovely body beneath an identity no crown could choose.

He drove the town-chain hook through the last line.

“My body now works,” he said. “You're the part that doesn't.”

He pulled hard enough for the hook to tear OWNER out of the circle. The left words collapsed into raw force and threw him across the ridge.

Before he landed, Junia met him. Her first wing struck his halo, and her second blocked the chain; the lower pair folded around his waist and forced his sword arm wide. His new curves fit the hold too well because she had built the lock for an angel just like him.

He did not fight or reject the body to escape Junia's hold.

He let his narrow waist go slack and dropped through the space Junia expected broad hips to fill, then he twisted on the strength of his wings. His long hair wrapped across her visor while he planted both light boots against her breastplate and kicked free.

The effective move belonged to this body; meanwhile, the governing choice belonged fully to him.

His body, his learned escape.

Across from him, Junia cleared the hair from her face. “Eventually, body adaptation turns psychological acceptance.”

“Acceptance is not surrender to your interpretation.” Trevor snapped the chain tight between his hands. “I can like the gear and still own the account.”

Three fast strikes. The first point opened his sleeve. The second shaved a gold feather from his lower left wing; the third aimed at his throat after the first two had trained his guard down.

He caught the shaft under his halo, then let the spear drive him back as his heels cut twin trenches through chalk. At the ridge edge, he freed one hand and swung below the point until the chain wrapped Junia's wrist.

He purposely dropped his slight body over the Bell Ridge ledge.

Relentlessly, Junia's own force dragged her to one knee. He ran three steps along the cliff face, kicked a bell bracket, and vaulted behind her. His chain looped the closed halo once before she tore it free.

The exchange bought no damage, only twelve seconds in which Junia failed to own his spot, body, or answer.

Twelve seconds without claim.

Below the wall, the outer line reached his party.

Along the ridge path, Damaris faced eight Concord riders while Naomi held a Mercy ward over the town fighters. Petra moved along Junia's sanction seals; Adina fought Forced Silence with public Gospel lines.

He got none of their decisions; the blank spaces in Many Voices changed shape when each woman acted, but the reason stayed hers.

Hope arrived only after a public witness chose to relay the result.

First, Damaris broke the riders' safest line by judging one command as a weapon, and a gate guard relayed six Hope.

Next, Naomi let a wounded raker keep one stolen memory and point toward the left tunnel; meanwhile, Mara relayed five Hope.

Then Petra vanished beyond the sanction grid; no public report followed her departure.

At last, Adina changed the ending hymn into four questions, which ward singers answered to relay seven Hope.

The ring stored their witnessed victories without turning them into orders.

Four free victories beyond any founder command.

SYSTEM // Junia refused. You heard her. Mercy means the answer matters.
READOUT // Bell ridge — personal feat active
VITALS // HP 29/248 — critical | MP 36/272 — critical
Trevor Dwyer: level 19.
Junia Serrat: level 22.
Choir reach to party: severed.
Many voices II: presence only.
No one currently owns you.
Direct-danger XP earned to date: 6,550.
Minimum required: 4,560.
Direct-danger gate: passed.
Unlocked: Personal feat.
• Face dominion angel alone during decisive phase.
• Break finishing strike with body, wings, halo, and owned skill.
• Receive no choir command during strike.
Current state: begun.


The duel budget was 36 MP: one Halo scan, one Wing Guard, two Draw Fire interceptions, and six points left for bad news. Trevor rolled his shoulders beneath the white cloth. If the Archon wanted a longer fight, he could pay for it himself. Behind him, Junia read the panel. “A feat judged by a stolen System remains theft.”

She planted her spear and opened a Dominion ledger across the sky, with each line naming a person Trevor had converted, linked, healed, or marked. Beside each name, Heaven displayed the influence he had gained from the act.

The ledger called desire a claim in prettier language. He found a better answer in its lines: Elske had left, Mara had disagreed, Damaris had broken his command, and Naomi had set their bed's conditions. Firmly, Petra kept secrets while Adina rewrote his Gospel.

Each choice had cost him control.

Purposely raising both middle fingers toward the immaculate sky.

“Put that free proof into your immaculate celestial audit.”

Angrily, Junia closed the ledger hard enough to split the cloud cover.

Then Junia answered the insult with full Dominion Flight.

Four armored wings launched her above the ridge while he followed on one hurt pair. Body Adaptation held his balance, but Junia's extra span owned the sky as she climbed, rolled, and cut through his path.

Quickly, Trevor used broken bell stones as an irregular flight path.

The first chain hook caught a cracked bell mouth, letting him change path around the fixed point and make Junia's spear cut the bronze rope. It fell between them.

With one armored wing, Junia split the falling bronze bell.

Using the halves as steps, Trevor crossed one bronze curve and pushed from the second with a wingtip. He reached Junia's height and drove both knees into her plate.

They fell together through bronze dust and severed bell rope.

Her elbow struck his jaw while Trevor's chain caught her lower halo. Midair, Junia used his grip to pull the slight body beneath her.

She landed squarely on his folded wings and narrow torso.

Under his back, Bell Ridge cracked as one wing folded beneath his hips and Junia's plate pressed air from his lungs.

“Submit your body and soul to licensed care,” she said.

Around her waist, Trevor hooked one bare thigh. “You usually buy me dinner first.”

At last, Junia's calm broke. “This body restraint is not an attempt at courtship.”

“Good. Your flirting is worse than mine.”

He opened Draw Fire II against the command inside submit, pulling Junia's controlling check toward his empty center. Her closed halo searched for a claim and stalled.

At once, Trevor rolled her off him.

Stored Hope fell from sixty-seven to forty-two. Unmarked, Junia rose in white-gold plate. Bloody-mouthed, Trevor rose with one numb wing and a skirt split high enough to earn three points for the wrong combat reason.

He accepted those three ridiculous points of combat Hope without complaint.

The outer battle line changed shape beneath Bell Ridge.

At the sanction grid, Petra found Junia's offer in a blue-gold door. The route led to the southern ports, with Heaven saving her Dawn Hand class if she left before the next strike.

He could not see the choice. A town scout on the west tower did.

After checking the road, Petra kicked the sanction key through and closed the safe route from Bell Ridge.

One open route and one refusal.

The sanction key vanished through the door beyond Junia's reach.

Blue fire ran over Petra's Dawn Hand marks. Three church skills left her System sheet and hung beside the door. They stood ready to return if she followed the key. When she stepped away, they burned into gray locks.

The first rider reached her while her right arm hung numb.

With her left hand, Petra caught his bridle and let the horse pull her off balance. She used the fall to drag him beneath the sanction wire. The wire read his claim seal and closed around him while she took his short blade.

No church skill behind it. No Choir order above her.

Still, Petra turned back toward the foe line with one stolen blade.

One blank witness space in Trevor's upper ring flashed blue, though the act carried no words. Petra had refused a route that stayed truly open.

Above the east slope, Junia gave Adina the Church source library. Uncut founder pages filled a white arch; they promised each lost clause and full access if she left Trevor's banned Gospel.

She put one hand through it.

The lost refusal clause returned to her page.

Purposely, Adina tore the restored words in half and gave one half to a town singer. She sent the other toward Damaris through a hand relay, then she sharply pulled her hand free and wrote the meaning in her own words.

The library closed.

It took the recovered text with it.

Suddenly, Adina's page went blank, and her hand shook above it. Junia had forced her to choose between the exact founder language and her right to use it.

The town singer read Adina's half aloud. After three hands, Damaris got the other half stained with blood and mill flour. Neither scrap held enough power to break a Dominion seal.

The witnesses gave what the source page lacked. The singer spoke the first half in his own voice; Damaris read the second, then added a line Junia had never written.

“Consent expires when the person withdraws it.”

The outer line lost one rank of gold while Adina's blank witness space flashed. She had refused perfect truth that needed abandoning the people who made it matter.

He spent both flashes through Split Ring. Petra's shut route took away Junia's escape. Adina's split clause opened the lost refusal inside her binding field; seven memory scars lit across the Dominion Angel's wings.

At once, Trevor struck before the exposed memory scars could close again.

He wrapped the town chain around her upper right wing. The guard took the other three; he drove the open center of his halo against hers until Witness Mark met binding key.

At last, Junia lost enough height for both angels to strike stone.

They struck the bell stones side by side.

Her memory scars opened enough for Naomi's seven preserved panes to shine beyond the wiped space. Junia turned toward them, thinning the gold wall between party and protagonist.

Below, Damaris hammered the outer line while Petra broke its sanction routes, Adina exposed the refusal in its hymn, and Naomi held each wounded soul inside its own pane.

The left riders abandoned town and drove toward Bell Ridge, ready to crush Trevor's party against the wiped-space wall. Damaris could have withdrawn down the western slope, but planted her shield instead.

Beside Damaris, Naomi moved with Mercy panes above both hands, while Petra took the exposed right with a stolen blade. The bard climbed the broken bell frame and sent her questions over the ridge.

None of the four women waited for Trevor's absent command.

The first rider struck Damaris's shield while Naomi diverted the broken shoulder without hiding pain. Sharply, Petra cut the sanction tether instead of the man's throat; Adina asked his horse whether a command inherited consent from its rider.

The trained warhorse answered Adina's question by stopping mid-charge.

Two mounts crashed into it, breaking the line. Town fighters closed from both paths with blue cloth around their arms. They called their own streets, their own dead, and the people they meant to bring home—not Trevor's name.

Hope climbed through public witness in small, clean amounts, and Trevor spent it to hold Junia on the ridge. No surge carried his command to them. Their win stayed theirs.

Then Junia changed tactics as her spearhead opened into a four-pronged crown and caught Trevor beneath the chin. White light lifted his face toward hers.

“Say what you are,” she commanded.

Four truths beneath one tightening crown.

The crown searched for the answer Heaven had prepared: angel, daughter, vessel, bride. Each word fit some clear fact, yet none described the man holding the chain.

His pulse hammered against the prongs. The body wanted touch, flight, women, praise, and the bright joy of being lovely, and those real wants scared him. So Junia needed that fear to make one false belief—that enjoying any part of this body meant losing the life inside it.

He stopped granting Junia claim of the case's false premise.

One male name inside each pleasure the angel body gave.

“Trevor Dwyer,” he said. “A man, a founder, and an awful flirt.”

The crown tightened.

“And this female angel body is still fully my body.”

He drove his halo into the spearhead until gold cracked along all four prongs; Junia lost the leverage to choose which truth canceled which.

His chain snapped around her ankle while his wings beat once, together, and pulled her from the sky.

Hope fell to twelve while Crown Health dropped from nine to five, but the direct-danger gate stayed green.

The Dominion Angel broke the chain and rose bloodied, seven changed refusals burning through her closed halo.

One broken ridge beneath two incompatible definitions of mercy.

“You make wounds into virtue,” she said.

“I let people decide what the wound means.”

“Then decide what this means.”

The angel drove her spear through Trevor's upper left wing.

The point pinned him to the tallest bell stone while white-gold force sealed his other wings, closed his halo, and cut each blank witness space from Split Ring.

She placed both hands on the shaft and began her ending command.


Chapter 41 — Witness

H

er ending command entered Trevor through the spear in his wing.


White letters crossed his sight with the weight of law, rank, and a Heaven practiced in control.

The first command read BODY: RETURN and flattened his wounded wing against the bell stone.

The second read HALO: CLOSE and bent the broken arcs above his head inward.

The deepest read SOUL: ACCEPT FIX and reached where Earth stayed sharp—the stale bedroom air, the raid timer, and his own male voice swearing at a bad pull. Heaven offered to preserve those facts as harmless memories while removing the man who gave them meaning.

She leaned harder on the spear. “There is no shame in growing what the body was made to be.”

Against the stone, his boots scraped. “There is when you do it to me.”

The command intensified. His hurt Crown displayed no skills, Split Ring held no voices; twelve Hope could not absorb the spear. Faith's Aegis did not exist yet. His wounded body stayed open for one more try.

Around the shaft, he curled both hands. His right wing had room to move, his halo retained one cracked opening, and the town chain hung from his wrist. Draw Fire II still belonged to him even when Heaven hid the button.

He named the interaction aloud: “Draw Fire. Target: fix.”

The skill caught the ending command and pulled its controlling check away from his memories, crowding all that force toward the empty center of his Crown. Junia pushed harder, certain the blank field meant defeat.

Through the opening in his halo, he drove the chain.

Through the cracked halo, Split Ring split the command.

One arc held the order while the other held the question it could not answer: who owned Trevor Dwyer?

Her halo supplied Heaven's claim.

His halo supplied no one; the answers struck each other hard enough to release his right wing. He beat downward, twisted around the spear, and ripped the point aside through his own feathers.

It turned the ridge white, but he stayed conscious and pulled the spear until Junia lost her stance.

Then he kicked her in the mouth; the ending command broke.

She staggered once, then answered with her fist beneath his ribs; the blow tore him from the stone and sent him across the ridge.

He stopped beside the broken bell, his left wing dragging uselessly; the right opened only halfway, and each breath pushed blood through the spear hole.

She touched her split lip as the Dominion ledger above her changed fix to termination.

He bared bloody teeth. “Better. Murder is more honest.”

She crossed the distance in three wingbeats. Quickly, Trevor rolled behind the bell before her spear split its rim; it screamed above him as he crawled under the bronze curve and made a lever with the chain.

She cut the chain in one stroke.

The two halves struck the ground, and he seized one before Junia pinned it beneath her boot; he reached for the other, but one lower wing swept it over the cliff. She had removed each handy object from his reach except the ruined body she meant to kill.

Again her spear rose, but he forced his right wing open as pain cleared his head; the feat had not healed him or made the next hit fair. By surviving with body, wings, halo, and owned skills, he had broken the finishing strike. Level 20 belonged to him, along with one more try.

She pulled the spear free, and he dropped beside the stone with blood running over his white-blue cloth.

The gold wall still sealed him from the party, yet one clear strip of blue cloth rose below Bell Ridge.

There, Elske tied the first strip to the west gate. Mara raised one above the mill; meanwhile, Colm fixed his to the bell rope. More followed: old shirts, healer wraps, trade ribbons, and blue drawers large enough for siege gear.

Despite the blood on his hand, he laughed.

She stared at the town. “You instructed this.”

He shook his head. “I gave them no order, command, or set signal.”

They stepped into danger without a shared command. Fighters drew hurt riders from the wire while refugees opened doors to strangers. Meanwhile, Damaris held the line as Naomi treated both sides. Along an escape route, Petra led the children while Adina read the owner clause from the bell frame.

Hope crossed the blank space because witnesses gave it to him, not because his Crown reached them.

Twelve became twenty-six, then fifty-one, before the count rose past sixty-seven and kept climbing.

It grew into Little Light II as the town chose courage, raising Hope to ninety-six. The major evolution gate opened on a fully adapted body, a Witness Mark, no owner, and an irreversible Mercy deed.

But Junia dropped her white-gold spear and prepared one more killing charge.

Three growth forms rose around him.

The Angel of Gentle Hands stood in soft white robes, offering stronger soul repair and swift healing away from the front line.

One more wore blue silk and a speaking halo. It could recruit, cast, and move crowds from afar.

Last came the Witness Angel in a short cloth guard, with no promise that the next spear would hurt less. Hope formed a shield only while the crowd watched the small body choose danger.

Each form gave an identity bargain below its combat text.

One could dull body conflict. One more could make the female role public and turn Trevor into a private memory, but Witness Angel gave no comfort and kept each conflict in the light.

The System had hidden the choices one layer down. None forced a rewrite, but two paid him to make his life easier.

It paid him for leaving the truth hard, so he weighed the builds in one breath. Healing gave the best long-fight value, ranged spells scaled most safely, and Witness Angel put his gorgeous ass where each boss could kick it.

There waited his risky and irresistible tank build. He chose aloud: “I choose the front-line Witness Angel growth without the identity bargain.”

He felt the irreversible body growth begin inside his golden eyes.

Warm pressure spread behind them while the world grew wide at the edges as each eye grew by four percent. Gold took the last gray from his irises and set there as a lasting inner light.

Along his jaw, bone ached and drew into a soft oval. Cheekbones rose beneath flawless pale skin, giving his face the fine, regal shape of a fantasy princess while it stayed plainly his. His nose changed in steps too small to track. Meanwhile, his lips tingled, softened, and filled into a fuller rose curve.

He touched them once because his mouth was absurdly pretty, yet it still shaped his curses well. Blonde hair slid over his shoulders and chest, growing six inches before the ends stopped near his hips.

Heat circled his middle while his waist drew in half an inch beneath the torn cloth. His hips and seat gained a soft curve that changed his balance without making his stance much wider. The size and weight of his breasts did not change, and neither did his height.

Across his skin, cuts closed and dirt rose away in gold sparks. The pale surface became flawless and faintly bright, clear enough to show each bruise left behind.

Pleasure ran beneath the pain as he physically welcomed the change. His narrow waist, soft lips, fuller rear, and bright skin all felt right in the same body speech that had scared him after Naomi's bed.

His changed nerves gave him a clear list. Long hair brushed his bare shoulders; the torn skirt stroked the new curve beneath his waist. Cold air moved across soft skin, and the weight at his chest shifted when his balance set. Each sign came from a living female body. None gave the mind inside it an order.

Still, Trevor searched his whole memory for lost or changed pieces. The first raid leader he had hated stayed a smug bastard. He still preferred tank builds, women, bad jokes, and winning arguments after all else slept. His mother's phone number survived beside the shame of dying alone and his promise to do more with a second life.

And he found no new longing for a prince, no altered childhood, and no feminine name waiting behind his own.

Through it all, Trevor held firm to the gap between a body's response and an identity order.

He liked the body, loved women, and loved what women could do with the body. None of those facts chose his identity for him.

His healed and grown first wing pair opened across Bell Ridge.

His broken wing shafts straightened while lost feathers grew in round white-gold layers. They reached full span and lifted him before he chose to fly. Above them, the halo mended into two open gold arcs around a Witness Mark.

A warm overtone joined his voice when he swore on the way up, and the blank-space wall failed under the ended growth.

First across was Damaris. She caught him around the middle and brought him down before his new wings carried him into Junia's spear. Her gray-green eyes went over his changed face.

Without ceremony, she asked, “Are you still the same man inside this evolved form?”

He said just as plainly: “I am still the same man.”

She held his jaw between both hands and traced the lifted cheekbones. He said dryly, “It is clearly a grave and fast-growing care problem.”

Next came Naomi with her mace in one hand. She checked his pupils, the refined bridge of his nose, and his narrower waist. “Age, height, and breast size?”

“Still nineteen, still five feet one, and still spectacularly unchanged up top.”

“Verified,” Naomi said.

Carefully, Petra caught the new length of hair and gave it a testing pull. He said, “Still know each shortcut in a game no one here has played.”

Adina stepped close enough for his halo to gild her dark eyes. “Pronouns and identity?”

“He and him, a man, a founder, attracted to women, and deeply open for congratulations after we finish the boss.”

Slowly, Petra's gaze dropped to his narrower waist. “You still have the same awful romantic approach.”

“That proves continuity beyond any reasonable doubt.”

At that, Adina raised one finger. “Controlling purpose?”

Carefully looking past them toward Three Bridges. The town had raised cloth without kneeling, fought without his timing, and saved foes when mercy was hard.

“Keep them free enough to tell me when I'm wrong.”

She released his jaw and thumped a fist over his heart. “Your stated continuity is verified.”

Slowly, Naomi's examination turned less clinical. Her thumb brushed his fuller lower lip. At once his nerves answered, heat moving beneath the torn cloth.

He grinned despite Junia's spear. “That response also appears fully verified.”

Smiling back, she said, “You are still the same man.”

She let the long hair slide through her fingers. “You have become much prettier bait.”

But Adina fixed her with a look. “He has become a prettier front-line paladin.”

“Those two accurate descriptions can remain true together,” Trevor said.

They laughed together, and Junia struck through it.

Her spear drove toward his open chest. Faith's Aegis pulled ten Hope from the town's reserve. It formed over the cloth as hundreds of hands refusing to let the strike erase him.

The point stopped against his sternum. Its force drove his boots six inches into chalk while golden hands braced his shoulders, waist, thighs, and wings. They did not steer him. Each touch supported his chosen stand.

Around the shaft, she twisted, but he caught it using both hands. It spread across his palms and kept the blade from cutting through his fingers.

Junia sneered behind the spear. “Hope is unstable. One scared crowd leaves you naked.”

He said, “Then I'd better be worth trusting without it.”

Purposely, he released the spear and made Junia lunge into the missing defense, then he slipped beside the blade and drove an elbow into the seam Petra had exposed.

Along the seam at her shoulder, white Dominion plate cracked.

It had held the hit, but he had created the opening.

Again Junia struck, and ten more Hope turned the blade. A third strike reached his exposed thigh, but the Aegis caught it, showing each witness how little armor stood between him and the Dominion Angel.

Because the danger stayed real, Little Light II paid more Hope than the defense spent.

She fired controlling seals from all four wings. One ordered the town to look away, one more named him a false angel, and the third promised absolution to anyone who withdrew Hope.

At once, blue cloth fell and Hope dropped by eleven.

Defiantly, Trevor did not hide the bare thighs, torn neckline, or bright body the seals used against him. Witness Angel gave no reward for pretending his form drew less heat than it did. He spread his wings, kept his face clear, and let the town judge the clash for itself.

Again Mara raised her strip, and others followed; not all of them returned, but enough did.

Less Hope came back, but it grew stronger because refusal stayed real.

Bitterly, Junia spat her judgment across the ridge: “That whole public display is obscene in doctrine and taste.”

Trevor grinned. “Then you should hear my far filthier dating advice.”

He held center using both wings open. To his left, Damaris moved unprompted, Naomi held the middle, Petra went high, and Adina sang four ends for the town.

It came back across the field as presence, not control.

Ruthlessly, Junia drove a command through the healed links before he could use them. Kneel and preserve him.

Under its force, Damaris went stiff while Naomi's Mercy panes shook. From above, Petra dropped one foot toward the ground, and Adina's song lost a word.

He could turn the command into a plea, but that would still make it his order. So he closed his side of Many Voices.

Without his aid, they faced Junia.

She judged the order from within while Naomi kept the pain that bared its hook; Petra used the forced drop as the first step of a kick. Adina filled the lost word with choose.

Then four links opened from their side.

She judged the spear wrong and turned it one degree. Behind the seven scars, Naomi set a Mercy pane. Quickly, Petra struck the halo's weak joint, and Adina sang the refusal clause.

He chose the shared moment when their free timing met.

At once, he spent fifty freely generated Hope.

With their timing aligned, Counterpoint joined four free acts without making them the same. Judgment bent the spear, Mercy kept her buried self inside the wound, Dawn force cracked the halo, and Gospel gave the refusal.

And he gave the last blow with his own body.

She tried to flee before the mix closed. Her upper wings climbed while the low pair cut at his face. His Aegis caught one edge, but the other cut his cheek.

Through the blood on his cheek, he kept moving.

He folded his full wings for one heartbeat and dropped below the next cut, then he opened them inside her guard. Round rescue feathers made poor blades but great levers; one raised her spear arm while the other pinned her low wings.

Her knee struck his gut, and his new waist folded around the blow. He used the bend, rolled under her core, and locked both arms around her plate.

His full wings drove him across Bell Ridge while Faith's Aegis wrapped him in gold. He caught her below the ribs, lifted all five feet eight inches of plate, and drove her through the tallest bell stone.

Around them, bronze, chalk, and white feathers filled the air.

She hit the ground under him as her spear spun off. Her shut halo broke into seven shards, one for each no Heaven had changed. Behind the break, Naomi's panes opened the scars without dulling the pain, and Adina's clause filled each gap.

At last, her torn binding field failed irreversibly. Her free soul opened beneath the seven halo shards.

Twice the gap tried to close. Steadily, Naomi held the first edge without dulling her no, and Adina blocked the next with Junia's healed clause. Instead of pressing her answer, Damaris stepped back from the broken spear. Petra cleared the road downhill and left it open.

They never mistook an open soul for a right to enter.

SYSTEM // The soul engine is exposed. Let us ruin Heaven's accounting.
READOUT // Level 20 — witness angel
VITALS // HP 266/266 — full | MP 290/290 — full
SKILL COST // Faith's Aegis: 1 MP and the listed Hope per blocked HP; Little Light II costs 12 MP.
Name: Trevor Dwyer.
He remains 19.
Identity record: male.
Pronouns: he / him.
Origin memory: Earth — intact.
Class: Oath of witness paladin.
Evolution: witness angel — locked.
Primary role: front-line hope tank.
Rejected: angel of gentle hands / life cleric; angel herald / divine soul sorcerer.
Attributes: Strike 12 | endure 22 | move 19.
Attributes: Focus 19 | resist 23 | move gracefully 26.
HP 266 | Stamina 230 | MP 290.
Cumulative XP now totals 11,400.
Level 20 rewards: evolution point 1 | attribute points 3 | skill point 1.
Decisive feat: bell ridge survived without choir command.
Body / wings / halo / draw fire II / split ring: used.
Finishing strike: broken.
Little light II: purchased.
Free witnesses who understand the danger generate hope.
Staged courage and commanded praise generate 0.
Faith's aegis: gained.
Hope defends Trevor while face, halo, and body remain visible.
Covering the witness form reduces efficiency.
You can now link 8 full voices.
Body adaptation: 100%.
Cuteness: 84 out of 90.
Allure: 70 out of 82.
Witness mark: 1.
Dissonance: 12.
Irreversible mercy deed: complete.
Unlocked: Permanent form verified.
• Age, height, breast size, memories, identity: fixed.
• Gold eyes, evolved face, longer hair, narrower waist, hip/seat curve: stable.
• Full first wing pair, open gold halo, warm voice overtone: stable.
No one currently owns you.


He knelt over Junia, one hand at her throat and the other above her open soul. Open Arms II showed a clean path into its core before the broken halo healed.

Nearby, Damaris dropped her flail while Naomi held the soul panes still. Petra watched the exits, and Adina kept her no alive.

Quietly, Trevor asked, “Will you join us?”

Still, she lay beneath his bright, soft-clad body with blood on her teeth. Her soul stayed open and free to answer.

“No,” she said.


Chapter 42 — Church

S

he said readily, “No,” and Trevor removed his hand from her open soul.


No link passed through Open Arms II as her center sealed around its answer. Instead of claiming temporary ownership, Trevor chose Mercy Release and forfeited forty-three percent of the shrine's power.

It drained gold from his hands and thinned Faith's Aegis around his soft-clad body. His Hope cap stayed high, but easy force left with Junia's unclaimed power while demons clawed at the mill tunnel.

Behind him, Damaris said, “That was a very costly no.”

He said, “It remains her answer, whatever it costs us.”

She turned her face from him. “Your refusal will cost you this whole shrine.”

Then he stood and gave his hand. “Maybe, but the cost still doesn't make you mine.”

The gave hand went ignored as she rose alone, four white wings shaking beneath seven open scars. Her broken halo tried to mend overhead; however, each piece snapped back into Heaven's shape.

From the party, Adina approached with her page open. “Your binding field is clear now.”

Junia forced her face still. “Dominion rank has no binding field.”

Dryly, Adina said, “Then you won't mind reading it.”

The broken spear leaped from the stones. At once, Damaris caught its shaft wielding her flail chain while Petra flanked, Naomi raised a Mercy pane, and Adina held the copied clause against the halo fragment.

And he lifted one pale palm, stopping the party.

The Choir forced no one; each woman judged the risk and gave Junia room to choose her next act.

The spear left her room to strike Adina, burn the page, or stab his bare back; instead, she sharply broke its head from the shaft.

Junia at last said, “Read it aloud and let them witness it.”

Eleven Hope burned as Trevor walked toward the breach, putting his bare back within reach of her hands. Witnesses knew the risk; Hope returned.

Against one halo shard, Adina laid the Gospel page and passed the restored refusal clause through its crack. Above Bell Ridge, a public pane exposed the Heavenly Concord as Junia's effective owner and the Cathedral Soul Engine as root authority.

The town fell silent beneath the exposed binding field. Closely, Junia read the true-controlling line twice, raising her hand toward seven wing scars before she stopped.

Flatly, she denied it. “False founder text.”

Carefully, Adina copied the panel in ink. “Then the Church can publish the uncut source and embarrass us.” Quietly, Junia gave no harmless answer.

The ridge ended above a demon breach sewn to earth with Concord seals. Her line had kept it tight. Defeat tore each stitch and freed the last rakers.

Nineteen lean demons came out. Six reached the chain yard before the alarm crossed the river. Two carried human memories between their jaws. One wore a dead Concord seal. The nearest ward cleared it as a casualty.

One command almost formed before he stopped it. Over the town relay, he warned, “False casualty, north edge.”

The warning belonged to all, so Damaris chose how to use it. She let the masked raker cross the first chain, judged its stolen seal, and struck only after the ward refused it by its own rule.

Meanwhile, Naomi caught the stolen memory strips before they touched dirt. One held a baker's oven skill, while the other held a child's first walk across Three Bridges; she sealed both inside clear soul panes.

Beneath the mill, Petra reached the anchor seals with black water rising to her thighs. Each sat below a support post, so breaking all three at once would drop the floor on all above.

Then Adina's voice entered the town relay. “The breach owns the stitches. The mill owns the posts. Neither owns Petra.”

Dryly, Petra said, “Always nice to be appreciated.”

Town fighters closed around the torn mill. Damaris took command only after the west guard nodded, Naomi raised panes over the hurt, Petra slipped toward the tunnel, and Adina gave pages to runners.

He opened Many Voices II, showing four souls with split exits and no owner. “Give me each open plan, especially the bad ones.”

First, Damaris wanted rakers drawn toward the chain yard. She wanted living souls clear, Petra found three buried stakes; Adina needed witnesses to read the owner clause.

He joined none of them yet. “Try the bad drafts first and tell me what breaks.”

Over the channel, Damaris laughed and said, “Still the same stubborn man beneath all that pretty armor.”

The chain yard trapped half the pack but let two flee. Her route saved the hurt but opened the north side. She broke one stake and sank two deeper, while Adina's reading failed when the crowd copied her beat. Each flawed plan showed what the last one needed.

Then Petra chased loose rakers into Damaris's lane while Naomi moved the hurt through their wake. Witnesses read Adina's clause in their own voices, creating gaps the seal could not mark as one command.

He spent fifty Hope, and Counterpoint drew in the four plans. Her chains set the limit, Naomi kept living souls outside it, Petra sharply struck the stakes from within, and Adina gave the town ownerless words.

They fought the mix. Three climbed Damaris's chains and leaped for the crowd. She turned one with her bright mace, Colm caught one on a hook, and the third drove Elske beneath the worktable.

She kept hold of her blue strip, and Hope rose by four.

He could spend twenty Hope to shield her for three seconds, but that left too little to close the breach. Across the relay, he admitted, “I can cover Elske or close the breach. I can't do both.”

Mara pulled Elske clear at the worktable while Damaris kicked the raker into the chain limit and Naomi covered its claws. Plain hands solved the threat, letting Trevor keep the fifty.

He took the center, where the breach pulled at his long hair and short white-blue cloth. His full wings spread against the black wind as Faith's Aegis formed from the Hope of people free to flee.

He seized both jagged edges with his glowing hands.

He called through the wind, “A little help would improve this gorgeous plan.”

No Choir command followed, but the free town answered anyway.

Blue cloth rose across Three Bridges and fed Hope into the Aegis through rough human pulses. He forced the edges shut inch by inch, bent at his narrow waist while light boots dug through dust. His gold eyes stayed open as darkness clawed at each witness in his Crown.

First, Damaris spent fourteen MP to brand the breach as the act and the trapped souls as its cost. Naomi answered with one sixteen-MP Mercy Pane that kept every living name outside the closing seam. Petra burned eight MP on a Dawn Mark beneath the last stake, and Adina paid twenty-two to open the hostile sentence itself.

The four costs flashed across Trevor's party view. Then the skills met. Damaris's chain locked the edge. Naomi sealed living souls out. Petra broke the stakes while Adina changed Heaven closes to those present close. A hundred voices spoke, and the dark seam shut.

Nine trapped rakers stayed inside the chain yard. She asked whether the fighters wanted her command; when the west guard accepted one minute, she used forty-three seconds.

Meanwhile, Naomi guarded the memory strips while Petra came through the floor behind the pack. Adina changed the kill hymn into a count, and he held center to catch each charge the line missed.

The last raker died against Faith's Aegis with three locals striking behind it.

She gave up command early, and the guard checked the release. After one still breath in the mill, each living bell rang at once.

* * *

D

usk found Junia on Crown Road with her broken spear as a staff and four white wings folded askew. Inside one halo shard, she had copied the town sheet where Heaven could not strip it without proving its edits.


He stopped a few paces away while the four women stayed near the Old Bell steps, leaving Junia an open road.

Across the road, Junia said, “The Church soul engine is real. It binds each blessed rank above Choir Angel.”

Curiously, he nodded at her wings and asked, “With a Dominion Angel like you?”

She gripped the halo shard and said, “That panel proves tampering, not claim, but the line deserves a close look.”

Behind Trevor, Adina made a pleased sound. Junia ignored it, then warned, “If you face the Church again, they will offer death instead of a cure.”

His smile came easily as he said, “Good, because the first sales pitch thoroughly sucked.”

One corner of Junia's stern mouth almost moved.

She waited a moment, then asked, “Why release me?”

He said, “Because you said no, and the answer belonged to you.”

She warned him, “That answer will cost lives.”

He shrugged. “Then I'll get better at winning without owning the people I save.”

She searched his changed face as if its prettier features hid an approved answer, but she found Trevor instead.

Her focus moved over the four women as she said, “They will leave when your contradictions stop being novel.”

He said, “Maybe, and that's the point of leaving.”

Behind him, Damaris crossed her armored arms while Naomi's mouth curved. Petra made a rude sign, and Adina wrote the claim below the binding field for later testing.

Once more, she faced Trevor and said, “You yielded forty-three percent of a shrine for a refusal.”

He said, “I invested forty-three percent in something better than power.”

She asked, “In what?”

He told her, “A world where no means no even when I really want the loot.”

She turned toward the Church road, and for the first time, no Concord note stained her answer.

Quietly, she said, “That kinder world does not exist anywhere I know.”

He said, “Then consider Three Bridges the early-access build of it.” One free angel stood on the empty Crown Road.

Then she said, “Your male identity is an error Heaven will use against you.”

He opened both full wings. “They can file a ticket with my missing support desk.”

Junia left alive and unchanged, owner proof in hand: one costly refusal beneath a silent Heaven.

* * *

N

ight gathered Three Bridges at roofless Old Bell. Lamps hung from cracked beams, and a long worktable replaced the ruined altar with bread, wraps, binding fields, and one blue sash from each street.


From the crowded front, Colm called Trevor. “Kneel so we can name you.”

Beside the table, Trevor stopped and answered, “Hell no.”

The whole crowd shifted around the table as Elske stepped forward and said, “We mean saint, not owner.”

Then he put the unfinished halo over his own head, where it belonged, and said, “Saints become owners when people stop arguing with them. I won't take worship, tithes, hidden vows, or lasting command. If this turns into a church, it keeps the door open both ways.”

At the table, Adina unrolled a clean page while Damaris set down her flail and Naomi added a healer's knife. Petra put down nothing because she had checked each exit.

Any member could leave without harm, and any Full Voice could unlink without losing memory, class, shelter, pay, or guard; no crisis made a lasting claim. Each hidden field had to be public, and the town could challenge Trevor, replace him in civil command, or refuse him in battle.

At last, Petra gave them the safest clause: “A route counts only if the person can take it.”

He signed first, and the four women signed beside him before the town added names, marks, and crude beasts.

The charter's first true test came over a still-wet ink line.

One linked town scout stepped up and asked to leave his wider relay. He had joined during the siege, thought the link would fade, and did not want an angel inside his sleep.

He found the scout's name while the System warned that losing him would break the north-tower chain. “Unlink.”

The scout's light went out. Memory, class, shelter, and pay stayed. He stood outside beneath the lamps for a minute, then came back through the open door without a new link: one open door after a clean cut.

She added one pleased check beside her safe-route clause.

Next, Mara opposed Trevor's plan to make Old Bell the command post. The hill stayed bare, the roof was gone, and half the town wanted the mill rebuilt first.

Seventy-three raised hands against his plan at Old Bell that night.

He raised both hands. “This church sucks just as intended today.”

Beside him, Colm clapped his shoulder and said, “Working just as written despite your impressive complaints, founder.”

The System tried to mark the meeting as worship, and he refused the label. It gave Founder Cult next; he refused that too before Adina showed the hidden list and found a third choice.

SYSTEM // Book one cleared, gorgeous. Full party sheet unlocked. Try not to flirt with the numbers.
READOUT // Mercy route — book 1 complete
VITALS // HP 229/266 — ready | MP 242/290 — ready
STAMINA // 184/230 — ready
BOSS RESULT // Junia Serrat released
Sanctuary power forfeited: 43%.
Recovered disclosure: cathedral soul engine / 7 recorded edits.
Bell Ridge breach: closed.
Remaining rakers: defeated.
Counterpoint source: four conflicting plans / one winning chain.
Structure: free congregation.
Founder: Trevor Dwyer.
Root authority: distributed charter.
PARTY BUILD SNAPSHOT
Trevor Dwyer — Level 20 Witness Angel / Oath of Witness Paladin
Might 12 | Vitality 22 | Agility 19 | Focus 19 | Will 23 | Grace 26
HP 229/266 | Stamina 184/230 | MP 242/290 | Soul Resistance 72
Damaris Pike — Level 14 Dawn Inquisitor
Might 19 | Vitality 18 | Agility 12 | Focus 13 | Will 20 | Grace 15
HP 180/222 | Stamina 116/175 | MP 71/188 | Soul Resistance 55
Judgment Brand: 14 MP | 30 yd | 18 sec | 45 sec cooldown
Naomi Talbot — Level 13 Mercy Cleric
Might 9 | Vitality 17 | Agility 10 | Focus 22 | Will 19 | Grace 21
HP 188/212 | Stamina 122/160 | MP 94/278 | Soul Resistance 59
Mercy Pane: 16 MP | 60 sec | maximum 7
Petra Coyle — Level 13 Dawn Hand
Might 14 | Vitality 14 | Agility 24 | Focus 15 | Will 17 | Grace 17
HP 164/188 | Stamina 86/215 | MP 58/212 | Soul Resistance 51
Dawn Mark: 8 MP | 60 yd | maximum 6
Adina Kroll — Level 15 Gospel Bard
Might 9 | Vitality 13 | Agility 14 | Focus 23 | Will 20 | Grace 22
HP 142/184 | Stamina 94/160 | MP 73/290 | Soul Resistance 62
Open Gospel: 22 MP | 40 yd | 30 sec | 90 sec cooldown
Congregation members: 318.
Active Voices: 4 / 8.
Hope: 31 out of 140.
Dissonance: 12.
Witness mark: 1.
Old Bell Sanctuary: stable.


Cheers shook dust from the cracked beams because Trevor had started one free church by mistake.

From the crowd, Damaris caught him around his narrow waist while her other hand guarded his new wings.

Then she said near his ear, “My turn tonight.”

Across from them, Naomi folded her strong arms and said, “He needs a healer before anyone claims the evening.”

With a nod, Damaris pointed to herself. “He has one standing directly in front of him.” Sweetly, Naomi smiled. “He has a healer with the better bedside plan.”

She kissed Trevor before answering, finding his newly fuller lips and testing the change with open delight. His broad wings rose while the crowd cheered as if their church had made kissing a sacrament.

Then Naomi drew Trevor down by the gold halo and kissed him more slowly. Her warm palm settled over his narrower waist. Pleasure answered both women at once. Standing straight took all his paladin grit.

Pleasure could not rewrite his soul. It proved he wanted these women, not that Heaven had won. His hard choices, kept promises, and open church had already proved the man he stayed; his body's eager answer was joy, not surrender.

He stayed a man inside his own lovely female angel body. Damaris and Naomi knew both truths, wanted him, and had proved it with eager delight. Their strange bond looked lesbian to the world and felt great from inside it.

Petra leaned against the worktable and asked, “Do Adina and I get turns now, or did the healers unionize?”

He said, “No claims or owner talk. Bold offers remain very welcome.”

Beside Petra, Adina kissed her freckled cheek, then held Trevor's gold gaze. “Our offers will be hard to misread.”

She crossed the gap and kissed Trevor's fresh cheek scar. Across from him, Petra placed his hand at the bare strip above her sash, leaned into his palm, and grinned when his wings jumped.

At last, Petra grinned and said, “Our offers may also be hard to survive.”

He spread his bright wings around all four women. “At last, this party has planned a proper endgame.”

The town opened the shrine doors and sent glad music through the broken walls. Beyond the warm lamps, Crown Road led toward the Church and the hidden soul engine that owned Heaven's angels.

His gold halo turned toward that road as one hidden line opened within it.

UNAUTHORIZED FOUNDER: COME HOME.


Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of I Became an Angel and Accidentally Started a Church. They contain full spoilers for this book.


Trevor Dwyer

Main Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Accidentally Started a Church

[image: Portrait of Trevor Dwyer in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Trevor Dwyer

Class and Progression
Level
20
Evolution
Witness Angel — locked
Class
Oath of Witness Paladin
Primary role
Front-line Hope tank; founder of a free congregation
Cumulative XP
11,400


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 12; Vitality 22; Agility 19; Focus 19; Will 23; Grace 26
Resources
HP 229 / 266; Stamina 184 / 230; MP 242 / 290
Route resource
Hope 31 / 140
Dissonance
12
Body Adaptation
100%
Beauty measures
Cuteness 84 / 90; Allure 70 / 82
Choir capacity
8 full voices; 4 occupied at the end of Book 1


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
72
Wing Guard II
10 MP per interception; 35% HP / 65% Stamina damage split
Draw Fire II
8 MP per intercepted hostile command
Faith's Aegis
Spends Hope per absorbed strike; loses power when Witness cloth and halo are hidden


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Sight and guard
Halo Sight II; Wing Guard II; Draw Fire II
Willing-link kit
Open Arms II; Take Heart I; Willing Burden I
Hope kit
Little Light II; Many Voices II; Counterpoint
Evolution traits
Split Ring; Faith's Aegis; Stable Flight
Witness Mark
1


Equipment and Loadout
Armor
White-and-blue Witness cloth; no fixed physical shield
Natural equipment
One full white-gold wing pair and an open gold halo
Defensive manifestation
Faith's Aegis forms from Hope around the visible witness body


Party Role and Synergies

Combat use
Draws enemy pressure, catches commands, and converts witnessed danger into personal defense
Party use
Combines independently chosen actions at the moment their timing meets
Noncombat use
Reads hidden clauses, anchors public sanctuary law, and makes disagreement useful


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
1 → 20
Class path
Unsworn Paladin → Oath of Witness Paladin
Rank path
Choir Angel → Witness Angel
Major unlocks
Split Ring; Faith's Aegis; Stable Flight; Witness Mark I


Choir and Sanctuary
Active Voices
4 / 8
Congregation
318 members
Old Bell Sanctuary
Stable; distributed charter; hidden fields published



Damaris Pike

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Accidentally Started a Church

[image: Portrait of Damaris Pike in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Damaris Pike

Class and Progression
Level
14
Class
Dawn Inquisitor
Opening class
Inquisitor 7
Party role
Front-line judge, spell interrupter, forced-movement controller, and field commander.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 19; Vitality 18; Agility 12; Focus 13; Will 20; Grace 15
Resources
HP 180 / 222; Stamina 116 / 175; MP 71 / 188


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
55
Primary defense
White-blue field armor: 18% physical damage reduction. Flail Guard: +12% frontal melee reduction while Stamina remains above 0.
Mechanical failure mode
Judgment Brand fails without enough evidence to name both the act and its cost-bearer; a failed judgment still spends 14 MP.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Consecrated flail; demon brands; spell interruption; forced-movement judgments; short-range radiant punishment; Judgment Brand
Route feature
Judgment Brand shows the proposed act and who will pay instead of trusting the authority that named the target.
Signature skill
Judgment Brand — 14 MP; 30 yd; 18 sec; 45 sec cooldown
Secondary costs
Spellbreak Strike — 12 MP; interrupts one active cast on hit. Radiant Punishment — 18 MP; +32 radiant damage against a branded target.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
White-blue field armor; consecrated flail; repaired judgment seal; wall-command kit.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
Front-line judge, spell interrupter, forced-movement controller, and field commander.
Build synergy
Brands command carriers for Trevor's Draw Fire and Adina's countersong; forced movement opens Petra's route strikes.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
7 → 14
Class evolution
Inquisitor 7 → Dawn Inquisitor
Signature unlock
Judgment Brand shows the proposed act and who will pay instead of trusting the authority that named the target.



Naomi Talbot

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Accidentally Started a Church
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Naomi Talbot

Class and Progression
Level
13
Class
Mercy Cleric
Opening class
Grave Cleric 6
Party role
Healer, curse breaker, soul medic, and last-line radiant melee support.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 9; Vitality 17; Agility 10; Focus 22; Will 19; Grace 21
Resources
HP 188 / 212; Stamina 122 / 160; MP 94 / 278


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
59
Primary defense
Death Ward — 30 MP; holds one ally at 1 HP instead of 0 within 20 yd; once per ally per combat.
Mechanical failure mode
An eighth simultaneous identity fragment overloads Mercy Panes and deals 24 soul damage to Naomi.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Healing prayers; Turn Demon; death wards; curse breaking; radiant mace; soul anchoring; Mercy Panes.
Route feature
Mercy Panes separate each person's pain, memory, and identity so healing does not trim the patient to fit the cure.
Signature skill
Mercy Pane — 16 MP per pane; 60 sec duration; 7 panes maximum
Secondary costs
Mend Wound — 12 MP; restores 44 HP. Turn Demon — 24 MP; 20-ft cone; 60 sec cooldown.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
Pale-blue healing cloth; radiant mace; soul-repair panes; field medical satchel.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
Healer, curse breaker, soul medic, and last-line radiant melee support.
Build synergy
Keeps Trevor alive through Draw Fire spikes and isolates stolen memories so Adina can identify the rule Petra must break.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
6 → 13
Class evolution
Grave Cleric 6 → Mercy Cleric
Signature unlock
Mercy Panes separate each person's pain, memory, and identity so healing does not trim the patient to fit the cure.



Petra Coyle

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Accidentally Started a Church
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Petra Coyle

Class and Progression
Level
13
Class
Dawn Hand
Opening class
Sun Soul Monk 6
Party role
Mobile striker, flanker, scout, and signal runner beyond founder reach.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 14; Vitality 14; Agility 24; Focus 15; Will 17; Grace 17
Resources
HP 164 / 188; Stamina 86 / 215; MP 58 / 212


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
51
Primary defense
Evasion Step — 12 Stamina; shifts 3 yd and halves one area hit if a marked route remains open.
Mechanical failure mode
A route exposed to a hostile founder loses its Hope signal and cannot power Evasion Step until Petra redraws it.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Unarmed combinations; radiant palm bolts; stunning strikes; breath resistance; impossible footwork; selective Dawn Marks.
Route feature
Dawn Marks create chosen stepping routes that carry Hope and signals beyond Choir Reach without exposing the path to an owner field.
Signature skill
Dawn Mark — 8 MP; 60 yd; 6 active marks maximum
Secondary costs
Radiant Palm — 10 MP; +28 radiant damage. Stunning Strike — 14 Stamina; 2 sec stun; 20 sec cooldown per target.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
Mobile light leathers; blue route markers; short bow; knives; compact travel kit.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
Mobile striker, flanker, scout, and signal runner beyond founder reach.
Build synergy
Carries Hope beyond Choir Reach, turns Damaris's forced movement into flank access, and gives Trevor a hidden intercept route.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
6 → 13
Class evolution
Sun Soul Monk 6 → Dawn Hand
Signature unlock
Dawn Marks create chosen stepping routes that carry Hope and signals beyond Choir Reach without exposing the path to an owner field.



Adina Kroll

Supporting Character

Build Snapshot: End of I Became an Angel and Accidentally Started a Church
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Adina Kroll

Class and Progression
Level
15
Class
Gospel Bard
Opening class
Canticle Bard 8
Party role
Counters enemy commands, disrupts spoken rules, and turns doctrine into battlefield effects.


Attributes and Resources
Attributes
Might 9; Vitality 13; Agility 14; Focus 23; Will 20; Grace 22
Resources
HP 142 / 184; Stamina 94 / 160; MP 73 / 290


Combat Values and Defenses
Soul Resistance
62
Primary defense
Resonant Guard — 16 MP; cancels the next voice-keyed debuff affecting one allied target.
Mechanical failure mode
Open Gospel reveals the hostile rule to everyone in range, including enemies capable of exploiting the same clause.


Skills, Perks, and Traits
Core kit
Battle hymns; courage effects; countersong; radiant resonance; spoken-rule disruption; Open Gospel.
Route feature
Open Gospel exposes banned founder lines, refusal clauses, and source marks while copies preserve provenance.
Signature skill
Open Gospel — 22 MP; 40 yd; 30 sec; 90 sec cooldown
Secondary costs
Countersong — 18 MP per opposed rule. Battle Hymn — 3 MP per minute; allies gain +8 Soul Resistance within 30 yd.


Equipment and Loadout
End-of-book loadout
White-blue scholar cloth; gospel codex; countersong focus; copied founder pages; writing kit.


Party Role and Synergies
Primary role
Counters enemy commands, disrupts spoken rules, and turns doctrine into battlefield effects.
Build synergy
Turns Naomi's isolated evidence into readable rules, gives Damaris a valid judgment target, and changes commands before Trevor intercepts them.


End-of-Book Progression
Level gain
8 → 15
Class evolution
Canticle Bard 8 → Gospel Bard
Signature unlock
Open Gospel exposes banned founder lines, refusal clauses, and source marks while copies preserve provenance.



Also by Jax A. River
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Nice Body, Wrong Loadout: The System Gave Me Curves and a Life-Stealing Tank Build
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