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Chapter 1 — Heaven Sent a Return Label

Trevor woke when Heaven shoved a gold spear through the roof and stopped the point an inch above his nose. White fire raced up the shaft, writing the same words that had waited inside his halo all night.

UNAUTHORIZED FOUNDER: COME HOME.

He stared past it at Old Bell's broken rafters, where dawn had barely found the roof. Damaris slept against his right side with one armored leg off the mattress, while Naomi had claimed the other edge and most of the blanket. Petra lay crosswise at their feet because no safe route through a shared bed had survived her arrival, and Adina had fallen asleep in a chair with three pages on her lap and one boot still on.

Six quiet hours had restored Trevor's MP and enough HP to make waking under a divine weapon merely rude.

“No,” he told the spear.

The tip dropped, so he rolled over Naomi, caught the shaft between both wings, and drove it into the floor hard enough to burst white boards under his shoulder. Naomi woke with her mace already moving and broke the spearhead from the light as Damaris came up on one knee, flail chain loose around her wrist.

Petra opened one eye. “Is this about the bed order?”

“Worse,” Trevor said. “Account-bound quest.”

The shaft split into seven thin lines; one wrapped his left wing, another lunged for the open gold halo over his hair, and the rest shot toward the women.

“Links closed,” Damaris ordered. She had no right to command the room, but everyone moved because that was how you kept a divine tether out of your skull.

Trevor shut Many Voices before the lines reached his party, snuffing all four links. The last two threads struck his halo, found no route through him to the others, and sank into his Crown instead.

Pain flashed behind his gold eyes, and the church vanished beneath a road made from white steps. A city hung upside down above its far end, with seven bell towers aimed at the ground and something vast turning beneath them in a pit of light. Thousands of voices spoke from that pit—not words, but numbers.

The vision snapped off when Damaris broke the first thread with her flail. Naomi pinched the second between two clear Mercy panes, then pulled it from his halo one bright inch at a time until the severed thread dropped a quest item.

OWNER SPLINTER // DIVINE // BOUND TO NO ONE

Trevor reached for it, but the splinter dodged his fingers and floated toward Damaris. When she tried, it chose Naomi; when Petra chased it around the bed frame, it fled into Adina's captured page and stuck there like a gold needle.

“Party loot,” Trevor said.

“Cowardly loot,” Petra replied.

The System finally identified the interaction.

Item refuses a permanent holder.

Temporary carrier changes every 30 seconds.

Known use: opens one owner-locked object.

Adina rolled the page around it. “Then it comes with us.” The needle immediately jumped into Naomi's empty potion bottle.

Petra looked offended. “It chose the trash.”

“Relatable,” the System said.

Trevor landed on his rear in the wrecked mattress while Adina caught the severed line on a blank page. Gold letters crawled across it, changing each time she tried to read.

“The message has four hidden endings,” she said.

“Only four?” Trevor pushed blonde hair out of his mouth. “Heaven must be on a discount week.”

Petra stood on the bed frame and looked through the hole in the roof. “Something is coming down Crown Road.”

Outside, Old Bell began to ring.

No one touched the rope.

The System opened a morning event window over the wrecked bed, blocking Trevor's view of the new hole in the roof.

WORLD EVENT: FOUNDER RECALL

Recommended party size: 8

Current party size: 5

Recommended level: 26

Current level: 20

Recommended response: update your will.

Trevor tried to close it, but the window followed his hand.

“Any useful rewards?”

Unknown class evolution path.

Cathedral access.

Possible removal of unauthorized halo.

Possible removal of everything below halo.

“There it is.”

Damaris tightened the last strap on her armor. “We take the road, find the source, and break whatever thinks it owns you.”

Naomi handed Trevor a cracked blue potion whose charge had gone into the previous night's healing. “For throwing.”

Petra took it from him and placed it in her belt. “He throws like a paladin.”

“I throw beautifully.”

“You miss beautifully.”

Adina folded the captured return line into a paper triangle, then pinned it with her remaining boot when the gold letters tried to unfold themselves.

“The message has a route inside it,” she said. “If we reach the road before the final bell, we choose where it opens. If we wait, it opens under us.”

Old Bell rang a second time, and a timer appeared.

RETURN PATH FORCED SPAWN: 02:59.

Trevor pulled on his light boots. “Morning dungeon.”

* * *

Trevor reached Crown Road in white-blue battle cloth, light boots, and a bad mood. The first strip of dawn lit his pale skin, caught the gold in his eyes, and washed over wings he kept spread because the summons had already tried to use them once.

Three Bridges had put guards along both ditches; none had joined Trevor's Choir, yet each had still come when the bell rang. He liked that.

At the north bend, Junia Serrat walked through the mist.

Her four white wings were bound tight beneath cracked white-gold plate, and the broken spear served as a staff. Seven pieces of halo floated above her silver-blonde hair, with the stolen text in one shard flashing at every toll from Old Bell.

Damaris moved ahead of Trevor by half a step, her chain making one dry scrape over the road.

Junia stopped outside flail range. “Your summons reached the Cathedral of the First Note.”

“I didn't send one.”

“No. It summoned you.”

Adina held up the page that had caught the gold line. “It also tried to enter four people who were not addressed.”

Junia's stern face did not change, but one halo shard turned toward the page. “Then the owner path is wider than I believed.” The road beneath her boot lit white.

Trevor shouted, “Move!”

Junia sprang left as Damaris went right, and a gold blade erupted between them to cut a trench through Crown Road.

More lines raced under the dirt. Petra kicked Trevor behind the ditch wall before one split the place where his boots had stood, Naomi hauled Adina down beside him, and the town guards scattered toward stone markers and trees.

Junia did not retreat; she drove her broken spear shaft into the lit road and held one gold line in place.

“The return path is forming,” she said. “If it finishes, the Cathedral will own every soul standing on the road.”

Trevor opened Halo Sight II.

The road became a stack of rules. The top line said RETURN FOUNDER, a second said RETURN STOLEN VOICES, and beneath them crouched a smaller clause shaped to dodge casual sight.

WITNESSES BECOME CARRIERS.

He showed the line through Split Ring. Damaris saw a judgment order, Naomi saw a soul wound, Petra saw seven exits looping back to the same white mark, and Adina saw grammar.

“Do not solve it yet,” Trevor said. “Give me four bad answers.”

Damaris wanted to break the road at both ends, Naomi wanted every living soul off the stone, Petra wanted the north ditch opened into the mill stream, and Adina wanted one word copied before the whole clause burned.

Junia looked at Trevor as if he had asked them to lose on purpose.

“The Cathedral closes in twelve beats,” she warned.

“Then we have time for at least three terrible ideas.”

The road struck first.

Three white enemies climbed from the lit trench. They resembled hounds folded from route arrows, each long body pointing toward Trevor no matter which way its paws faced.

RETURN HOUND // LEVEL 22

Trait: shortest path ignores walls.

The first ran through Damaris's raised shield without touching it, the second passed through the ditch wall, and the third vanished into a road marker before bursting out beneath Trevor's boots.

Petra threw Naomi's empty bottle.

The owner splinter inside it made the hound solid for one blink, long enough for Damaris's flail to catch its arrowhead skull and redirect the creature into the second hound. Adina slapped the word LONGEST over its trait.

Both monsters shot away from Trevor in search of a route around the world.

The third hound bit down on his wing guard and became real at the point of contact. Naomi hit the solid jaw with her mace while Petra slid beneath its body and cut the glowing return line along its belly.

The hound unfolded into harmless white arrows, every one pointing at the stairs forming under Crown Road.

PATH CLUE FOUND: FOLLOW ENEMY REMAINS.

“Very subtle,” Trevor said.

“Some readers skip maps,” the System replied.

A white chain caught a guard by the ankle, and Trevor used Wing Guard II before the second link reached the man's chest. Ten MP left him as the hit split across his right wing, taking nine HP and seventeen Stamina.

The guard clawed at the ditch while the road pulled, so Trevor caught his belt. “You can stay or run when this lets go. I need your weight for two seconds.”

The man braced both boots and nodded once. Damaris broke the road behind them, making the gold line jump toward the next whole stone just as she had feared. Naomi cleared three guards from its path, Petra opened the ditch and gave the light somewhere lower to go, and Adina caught the moving word carrier while it crossed wet clay.

Four flawed answers left one useful hole, and Trevor spent twenty Hope to widen it.

Counterpoint joined their separate moves without turning them into one command. Damaris's break forced the line to move, Naomi kept living souls out of its next path, Petra gave it the ditch, and Adina ripped out carrier while the clause stretched.

The gold path poured into cold mud and lost every witness it meant to own.

Trevor pulled the guard free. The man ran six steps, stopped, and came back to drag another fighter from a lit patch; six Hope returned because the choice remained his. Junia watched the unlinked guard return, and then the road split open.

White stairs rose from the trench and climbed straight into the morning sky with no rail, support, or concern for normal people. Far above, the cathedral city hung upside down among thin clouds, its towers pointed toward Trevor like seven spears.

At the top step, a woman in white plate appeared as a shape within the light. Her face remained hidden, but her threat reached the road clearly.

JUNIA SERRAT: KNEEL FOR JUDGMENT.

Each broken piece of Junia's halo snapped toward the stairs.

Trevor reached for her. “You don't owe them a report.”

She caught his wrist before he touched her. “I owe myself an answer.” The pull grew strong enough to drag grooves beneath her boots.

“That road is a trap,” he said.

“Yes.” Junia looked up at the hanging city. “I have enforced many.”

She released his wrist and stepped onto the first white stair by choice. Trevor swore, opened both wings, and followed; behind him, four women came without an order.

SYSTEM // Road trip! Pack water, snacks, and a healthy distrust of divine architecture.
READOUT // Mercy route — Book 2 begins
VITALS // HP 247/266 | Stamina 213/230 | MP 280/290
Trevor Dwyer — Level 20 Witness Angel
XP 11,400 / 12,500 toward Level 21
Might 12 | Vitality 22 | Agility 19
Focus 19 | Will 23 | Grace 26
Hope 17/140
Dissonance 12
Active Voices 4/8 — links currently closed
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 0%
Threat found: Return Path
Visible clauses: 3
Hidden clauses remaining: 1
Junia Serrat has entered the path by her own choice.
No, babe, that does not make the trap less trap-shaped.


The road tipped vertical under Trevor's boots as Heaven's city opened all seven bells above him.


Chapter 2 — Stairs Are Just Ladders With Better Marketing

The white road decided gravity belonged sideways.

Trevor's boots slipped off the first stair, though his wings caught him above Three Bridges. Junia had no such trouble; four strong wings opened around her, and she climbed toward the hanging city as if the sky had become a hall.

Behind Trevor, Damaris caught the stair edge with her flail while Naomi locked one arm around Adina's waist. Petra simply ran up the vertical face until common sense noticed and threw her into open air, where Trevor caught her against his chest.

“I had it,” she said.

“You had a strong relationship with falling.”

“Still jealous because I turn better than you.”

She pushed off him, landed on the underside of a step, and stuck there by route magic. Trevor's gold halo showed no field explaining which surface counted as down; the road had taken the word and left everyone to argue with the result.

High above, the first bell rang and dropped eleven figures from the hanging city, turning the stairway into an encounter lane.

VERTICAL ROAD ASSAULT

Wave 1: Bell-Wing Dragoons x11

Road stability: 82%

Fall distance: please stop checking

Optional objective: remove riders without killing them

Eleven red bars stacked beside the road, with eleven smaller bronze bars beneath them representing the wing frames. Trevor selected the first rider.

RIDER HP: 220/220

HARNESS HP: 140/140

Shared damage: none

Gear command: changes after each bell

“Break bronze, not people,” Trevor said.

Damaris rolled her flail chain once around her gauntlet. “The bronze is attached to people.”

“That is why it is an optional objective.”

Petra landed upside down beneath the stair and smiled at the nearest harness buckle. “Bonus chest?”

A winged chest icon appeared beside the objective.

“Now she cares,” Naomi said.

“I cared before. The chest gives it structure.”

Each wore white mail, a smooth mask, and two bronze wings bolted to a leather frame, with a bell hanging inside each hollow breastplate. The first dragoon struck its chest with one fist.

The toll hit Trevor's wings.

Both folded, dropping him past Junia, Petra, and three hundred feet of steps before his right wing opened again. The left stayed locked against his back, and a second toll was already coming.

“Different notes!” Adina shouted. “One command per bell!”

Damaris swung from her chain. “Trevor, left!”

He obeyed before the thought formed, and a bronze lance cut through the air where his face had been. The dragoon behind it had no eyes visible through the mask, but Halo Sight found a pale line from bell to wing frame.

The bell did not command the angel; it commanded the gear.

Trevor seized the lance shaft, let the dragoon's speed pull him upward, and planted both boots on the bronze breastplate, where he heard a human breath behind the mask.

“Can you stop?” he asked.

The dragoon's hand shook once on the weapon. “No.” That was enough.

Trevor drove his halo against the gear line, and Split Ring caught the command in one arc while the other read its target.

LEFT WING: CLOSE.

He moved the target one slot, folding the dragoon's left bronze wing and turning their shared climb into a wild spin. Trevor hooked his good wing around the fighter and used Wing Guard II when the road struck them; the impact took twenty-six Stamina and fourteen HP after the split.

They bounced across three steps, and Trevor kept hold of the dragoon until both stopped. Her mask broke against white stone, revealing a woman who sucked air through a bloody nose and tried to crawl away until the bronze frame forced her toward Trevor again.

He found buckles beneath both arms. “Petra, I need a route through this bondage gear.”

Petra dropped beside him, kicked one buckle open, and gave him a look. “Try that sentence again when nobody is trying to stab us.”

“I said what I said.”

She opened the second buckle, and the frame tore free to fly upward without its wearer. The woman remained on the stair, shaking but able to choose where her knees pointed.

Hope rose by three when she warned them about the next toll.

“Faces,” she gasped. “It makes you strike faces.”

The second bell rang, and every white mask snapped toward Trevor.

He had become the easiest face in the sky to see. His gold eyes, pale skin, and bright hair stood clear against the dark ground below, while white-blue cloth left his shoulders and most of his thighs uncovered. The gear had no trouble picking a target.

Ten dragoons dove at him together, so Faith's Aegis formed from twenty Hope and covered his ribs, thighs, and wings in gold hands without moving him from the stair.

“My face has aggro,” Trevor called. “This build is flawless.”

“Your face has always had aggro,” Naomi said. She raised a Mercy pane around the freed dragoon. “Now it has a tooltip.”

The first lance hit Faith's Aegis and spent six Hope before Trevor knocked it aside; the second cut his upper arm before Damaris's chain wrapped the shaft.

She swung beneath the stair, using the dragoon as a counterweight, and struck another fighter's wing frame with her armored boots. Both spun apart.

Adina clung to Naomi with one arm and sang against the next bell. Her Countersong could oppose one rule for eighteen MP, but the bell carried ten slightly different commands.

“I cannot catch every ending!”

“Pick the ugliest one,” Trevor said.

She chose KILL THE FACE and changed kill to mark. Nine lances still came for Trevor, but one dragoon struck him with a piece of blue chalk.

Trevor laughed so hard the next lance almost entered his neck. Naomi's clear pane turned it, and Petra ran along its shaft, landed on the dragoon's shoulders, and drove a radiant palm into the bronze hinge until the frame opened like a kicked door.

“One free!” Petra called.

“Nine fashionable idiots remaining.”

“Eight.”

Damaris used Judgment Brand on the bell frame above the next fighter, showing the forced attack and the person made to pay. Gold light crossed the bronze harness as her flail hit the named joint and dropped the wings without tearing the woman's shoulders.

The freed dragoons did not join Trevor; one crawled downward, while another took off her mask, looked at the hanging city, and returned to the fight against her own squad. Their separate choices fed Little Light and pushed Hope past thirty.

Then the third bell rang, and the road became a wall.

Each step folded flat against the next, taking the gap from Damaris's chain. Naomi and Adina slid toward the edge while three dragoons dove beneath them, and Petra found no route because the whole surface had become one white field.

Four women called four answers at once: Damaris wanted a hard anchor, Naomi needed a body between Adina and the lances, Petra wanted the road broken into more than one surface, and Adina needed three seconds to remove the word wall.

Trevor's first urge was to bark one perfect command, but he swallowed it.

“Do yours,” he said. “I'll make the mess meet.”

Damaris drove her flail into the road and used herself as the anchor. Naomi stepped onto her back, caught Adina, and raised a pane, while Petra struck the white field at Damaris's chain point to make a crack no wider than a fingernail. Adina put her voice into it.

Trevor opened Many Voices from his side only after their plans existed.

Counterpoint found the shared instant, and he spent forty Hope.

Damaris's anchor turned the wall into a fixed object, Naomi's pane made one safe pocket, Petra's crack gave the field a second surface, and Adina named that surface stair.

The road burst back into separate steps as its stability bar dropped to fifty-six percent. Each new stair spawned with a crack through the middle, and white warning circles flashed before whole sections vanished.

ROAD FAILURE PATTERN: EVERY FIFTH STEP.

Damaris counted aloud while Naomi moved wounded riders onto the safe numbers. Petra used the missing fifth steps as launch gaps, and Adina took the word FIFTH from one warning and stuck it over the seventh.

The road deleted the wrong stair, sending two dragoons into the hole to meet Trevor coming up.

He caught their harness bars instead of their throats, then used one full-wing beat to drive both enemies into a safe step where Damaris broke the bronze latches without touching the bodies inside.

OPTIONAL OBJECTIVE: 9/11

The chest shook with greed on Petra's behalf.

“Can it hurry?” she asked.

“It is waiting for all eleven.”

“Needy.”

Trevor flew through the pieces before the dragoons could turn, beating his full wings once as he caught two harnesses and drove them against each other. Faith's Aegis kept the bronze edges from cutting through his chest.

Petra freed one fighter, Damaris broke the next frame, Naomi held a wounded soul inside its body, and Adina ruined the fourth bell command.

The last dragoon tried to climb away, but Junia came down from above.

Her broken spear shaft struck the bell in its chest and cracked the bronze shell, letting her pull the fighter free with one arm and carry her to a wide step.

Trevor landed beside her with blood running from his upper arm.

“You came back,” he said.

“I had not left.”

“You were very far above the rest of the party.”

“I am not in your party.”

“You keep doing the work. That is how they get you.”

Junia looked ready to push him off the road; instead, she pointed to the hanging city.

The distance had closed, and white walls now spread above them like the underside of a vast ship. Seven bell towers hung down through the clouds, framing a gate wide enough for an army.

The woman in white plate stood inside it, close enough for Trevor to see that her face was Junia's.

The Junia beside him went rigid while the copy above, wearing a whole halo and no scars, spoke in perfect time with her.

“Stolen founder body confirmed.”

White chains shot from the gate and wrapped Junia's four wings.

Her broken halo pieces went dark as the chains tightened.

SYSTEM // Level up! Nothing says personal growth like surviving weaponized church bells.
READOUT // Level 21 — Witness Angel
VITALS // HP 183/276 | Stamina 132/240 | MP 214/296
XP gained: 1,100
Direct-danger XP: 720
Cumulative XP: 12,500
Attributes raised:
Vitality 22 → 23
Agility 19 → 20
Grace 26 → 27
Use refinement: Faith's Aegis
New read: gear commands count as witnessed danger when the wearer resists them.
Hope 11/140
Dissonance 14
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 4%
Boss preview: Junia Serrat / corrected template
Yes, gorgeous, Heaven brought a spare. No, you may not keep both without asking.


The gate-copy pulled, and Junia rose from the stair with Trevor still holding her wrist.


Chapter 3 — The Gate Had Hostages

Junia rose toward the cathedral gate with Trevor locked around her wrist.

The white chains around her wings pulled both of them through cold cloud, broken bells, and the last scraps of the dragoon fight. His injured wing shook under his weight, and blood from his upper arm ran inside the blue wrap to gather at his elbow, but he kept his grip while the city turned above them.

Damaris climbed three steps below with her flail hooked through a white seam. Naomi and Adina followed beneath her, tied together by a strip cut from Naomi's cloak, while Petra crossed the underside of the stair because her route sense had decided that direction still counted.

Trevor called up to Junia. “A little wing help would improve this romantic kidnapping.”

“Release me.”

“That ruins the romance.”

Junia kicked his shin hard enough to numb both feet. “Then suffer for your art.”

The pull threw them over the gate lip.

Trevor landed on white stone and rolled beneath Junia's four wings. One chain released her, snapped across the floor, and wrapped his waist before he could stand, then dragged him toward an arch filled with flat gold light.

Six prisoners hung inside the arch, held by white cords around their ribs, throats, and spines. Bare feet hovered above the floor, gray work clothes carried lime dust from the city wall, and fresh cuts beneath each collar fed thin red lines into a gate that opened and closed with their pulse.

Trevor stopped fighting the chain, and the sudden slack let it pull him ten feet faster. He slid beneath the nearest prisoner and opened Halo Sight as the gold field swallowed his head.

Each captive served as one living lock, and breaking the gate would dump its stored force through their souls. Six dead workers would buy Trevor one fast entry, while Junia waited beyond the arch with a restored spear ready.

The gate opened a six-part boss frame.

LIVING LOCK I // HP 61/61 // WILL 8/20

LIVING LOCK II // HP 74/74 // WILL 12/20

LIVING LOCK III // HP 50/50 // WILL 4/20

LIVING LOCK IV // HP 89/89 // WILL 15/20

LIVING LOCK V // HP 42/42 // WILL 2/20

LIVING LOCK VI // HP 67/67 // WILL 11/20

Above them, the gate displayed its own invulnerable bar.

OUTER ARCH // INVULNERABLE WHILE 1+ LOCKS REMAIN.

The System added a red shortcut.

BREAK ALL LOCKS AT ONCE: 6,000 TRUE DAMAGE TO CARRIERS.

Trevor closed it before the damage preview finished flashing.

“There is an intended fast route,” the System said.

“It is shit.”

“A route may be intended and still be shit. Ask any escort quest.”

Lock Five's HP dropped to forty when its carrier's skipping heartbeat missed the next pulse.

Trevor marked that bar for Naomi, Petra marked Lock Two's moving buckle, Damaris marked Junia, and Adina marked the shared command word. Four targets, no scripted rotation—exactly the kind of raid Trevor had built for.

“If your gate needs six people hanging from the ceiling,” Trevor called, “your holy city is a fucking sex dungeon with worse snacks.”

Junia thrust through the light.

Trevor folded sideways as her spear cut the chain from his waist, crossed the open cloth over his ribs, and left a hot line from chest to hip. He hit the floor under the first prisoner with eighteen fewer HP.

Naomi reached the gate rim behind him. “Trevor, stay down.”

“I have a better angle from here.”

“For bleeding?”

“For looking up skirts and finding weak points.”

The prisoner above him gave a strained laugh that changed into a cough when the cord around her ribs tightened.

Trevor studied the lock instead of her skirt. A small refusal field sat between the cord and her spine, but the gate buried it beneath six layers of group command; he could open one lock at a time, and Junia could stab him at least twelve times before he finished.

The party reached the lip in four different ways. Damaris planted her boots on the floor and caught Junia's next thrust with Flail Guard, Naomi slid beside the first captive and pressed a Mercy pane against the cord, Petra came through the arch sideways along a hair-thin route between heartbeats, and Adina stayed outside to sing into the gate's pulse.

Trevor opened Many Voices II. “Give me the ways this goes bad.”

Damaris needed Junia pushed back from the hostages, while Naomi could hold one soul clear during release and leave five exposed. Petra could move between the locks while the pulse stayed uneven, and Adina could change one shared verb before the gate corrected its song.

Junia drove Damaris back with two wings and the spear shaft. “You treat disagreement as sacred because you have never commanded a real war.”

Damaris caught the next blow on her armored forearm. “I have commanded three. He has survived three weeks.”

“Four,” Trevor said.

“That does not improve your case.”

The gate pulsed again, tightening every cord and arching the captives against the white frame. Gold light filled their mouths before their cries escaped.

Trevor spent ten MP on Wing Guard II and covered the nearest woman. The gate strike split after his cloth armor, taking twelve HP and twenty-two Stamina from him instead of burning through her chest.

Her lock changed color.

CARRIER: UNWILLING became CARRIER: CONTESTED because Trevor had taken the cost while she resisted it.

That interaction had not existed before Faith's Aegis refined during the dragoon fight; one rescue had dropped the build piece he needed for the next.

“Got you, bitch,” he said to the gate.

Junia's spear turned toward the same prisoner. Trevor had made her the weak lock, and Junia meant to close it with a corpse.

Damaris swung first, wrapping her chain around the spear below its head while Petra struck the floor behind Junia with Radiant Palm. White stone cracked under the larger angel's rear foot; Junia kept her balance, but one lower wing opened to brace.

Adina's Countersong entered that brief gap and changed the gate's shared verb from HOLD to BEAR, letting the hostages choose who carried the next pulse.

Trevor raised one hand toward the first prisoner. “I can take your part. It will hurt.”

She dragged her chin off the cord and spat blood onto his gold hair. “Take the damned thing.”

The answer opened her lock. Trevor accepted its pulse through Wing Guard and lost another thirteen HP, then gained seven Hope when she used both free hands to tear at the cord around her ribs.

Naomi held her soul clear while Petra moved to the second lock. Damaris kept Junia busy without waiting for Trevor's timing, and Adina made the changed verb last through another bell stroke.

The first woman dropped into Trevor's arms hard enough to drive his injured knee into the floor, then shoved away from him and caught the next prisoner by both ankles.

“Free the others,” she said.

Trevor grinned through blood. “You would have made a terrifying raid lead.”

“I cut stone.”

“Same skill, fewer basement dwellers.”

The next two captives accepted separate shares. Trevor paid eleven HP for one and fourteen for the other because the locks carried different loads, while Naomi spent two Mercy panes to keep their names from spilling into the arch. Petra crossed the pulse gap three times, and each return grew harder as the gate learned her route.

Junia struck Damaris across the helm, and white light tore the metal cheek guard away to open a cut beneath one gray-green eye. Damaris stayed upright, shortened her chain, and drove the flail head into Junia's knee.

“Trevor,” she called, “your opening is leaving.”

The gate stood weak enough to break, though four captives remained tied to it, including one man whose pulse had begun to skip. Junia's damaged knee would hold her for seconds, and a full-party charge could reach the city before fresh dragoons arrived.

Trevor gave the opening away without touching the gate's red shortcut.

“Keep her off us.”

Damaris swore and obeyed the purpose rather than the words, driving Junia toward the city with a hard series of flail strikes before letting the larger angel choose between retreat and a broken knee.

Junia retreated while Trevor worked through the remaining locks and gate alarms spread across the wall. The stonecutter took Damaris's place beside him and pulled each freed worker clear, Naomi burned her last safe pane, Petra tore open the final route with both hands, and Adina spent the last of her song on the failing heartbeat.

The sixth prisoner fell as the arch broke, and all six living-lock bars turned green before disappearing.

OPTIONAL OBJECTIVE COMPLETE: NO CARRIER DEATHS.

The gate's red shortcut shattered as a reward chest tried to spawn inside the failing arch, got hit by its own white fire, and flew past Petra unopened.

She watched it vanish over the wall with murder in her eyes.

“I hate this city.”

“We can come back for it,” Trevor said.

The System displayed the chest falling into a bottomless cloud.

Loot recovery chance: emotionally zero.

Gold light blew outward. Faith's Aegis caught half the burst for sixteen Hope, while Trevor took the rest across his wings and back. His chin struck stone, blood touched his tongue, and the gate vanished behind a wall of white fire.

When he lifted his face, Junia had reached the inner parapet. She could have closed the city gate; instead, she stood beneath a row of white statues and stared down at the freed workers carrying one another away from the ruined arch.

“You traded the pursuit for six condemned souls,” she said.

Trevor used the stonecutter's shoulder to stand. “They were only condemned because your door needed batteries.”

“The outer wards will fail without them.”

“Then build a door that doesn't eat people.”

Junia raised the spear. White soldiers formed behind her in three shield ranks, and the last open route into the city narrowed between them.

Trevor had saved the hostages and lost the gate. The first stonecutter moved beside him with a broken length of white cord wrapped around her fist, and five freed workers joined her without carrying a single Choir link.

Their choice raised Hope to twenty-six.

Trevor spread his injured wings and faced the shield wall. “Plan B.”

Petra landed beside him. “We had a Plan A?”

“Yes. It was the one where the hot angel let me inside.”

Junia answered from above. “You will enter in chains or pieces.”

Trevor tipped his gold halo toward the six people she had called condemned. “I brought my own chain experts.”

SYSTEM // Hostages freed. Gate lost. Morally expensive play detected, you radiant little tryhard.
READOUT // Level 21 — Witness Angel
HP 115/276
MP 203/296
Stamina 88/240
XP 12,960/13,650 toward Level 22
Hope 26/140
Dissonance 16
Active Voices 4/8
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 7%
New Faith's Aegis interaction:
An unwilling carrier becomes contested when Trevor freely bears the carrier's assigned harm.
Freed prisoners: 6/6
Outer gate access: lost
Junia Serrat: retreating toward inner defenses
Yes, babe, saving everyone made the next fight harder. That is the build you picked.


The dead man inside the wall spoke through every white statue at once. “Trevor Dwyer,” he said in a Missouri accent. “Your mother still has the blue mug.”


Chapter 4 — The Wall Had a Mouth

The dead voice used Trevor's mother's mug to make him hesitate, and Junia used that pause to close the inner shield wall.

White plates rose from the parapet and locked together above her retreat. The last gap vanished around her spear, leaving Trevor outside with six freed stonecutters, four tired companions, and enough HP to make the next bad landing final.

The voice spoke again through every statue.

“Blue ceramic,” it said in the flat accent Trevor had grown up hearing around Springfield. “Crack beside the handle. Coffee stain inside.”

His mother had kept that mug beside the sink because the crack leaked when hot coffee reached it, and no one in this world should have owned that useless fact.

Trevor pressed his bloody palm against the wall. Cold white stone gave him no pulse, breath, or soul line; the voice came from deeper inside, where one narrow gold thread ran beyond Halo Sight.

“State your name,” he said.

The statues answered with his.

“Wrong fucking name.”

The voice laughed exactly like the dead guard from the Tyrant path had laughed in the shared vision, although Mercy Trevor had never met that version of him. It came through seven mouths at once and left each carved face smiling.

Adina kept her open page away from the wall. “It pulled the fact from your founder record.”

“My founder record did not live in Missouri.”

“Then the engine reached through the summons while your Crown was open.”

Trevor had opened it to save Three Bridges, and Heaven had reached into the same gap to copy one small piece of Earth. His anger sharpened into a quest marker: find the machine, tear out the stolen memory, and beat whoever called that correction.

The first stonecutter touched a seam below the smiling statue. “This plate was set over a work door.”

Damaris wiped blood from the cut beneath her eye. “Can you open it?”

“With our tools.” The woman raised the broken gate cord around her fist. “Those hang inside.”

Petra crouched beside the seam and pressed two fingertips to the floor. “I have a route, but it is thinner than Trevor's taste in battle cloth.”

“My battle cloth has excellent load-bearing gaps.”

Naomi set both hands against his side before he could stand straighter. Warm light entered the spear cut from Chapter 3 and restored forty-four HP. “Your ribs disagree.”

Trevor gave her a bright smile. “My ribs have never read the build guide.”

Naomi checked the wound after the healing glow faded, then kissed his cheek with enough pressure to move his halo. “They should start.”

The stonecutters used Petra's route to find three hidden pins, Damaris knocked each one inward with the flat of her flail, and Adina sang the hinge word backward until the wall opened its mouth.

Stale air rolled through the gap with lime dust and cooked hair. Inside waited a ward-crawl barely wide enough for Trevor's shoulders, with rows of white cables crossing its floor and ceiling as they pulsed toward the inner city. The stonecutter tied the gate cord around her waist before crawling in.

Trevor caught the cord. “You can guide us from here.”

“I spent twelve years cutting ward stone. The cell is mine to open.”

Her work, scarred knuckles, and flat voice left no room for a pretty angel to steal the brave part, so Trevor moved aside.

“Call the ugly turns,” he said. “We specialize in those.”

She crawled into the ward-crawl, and Petra followed because the route failed under heavier steps. Trevor took the third place and folded both wings tight against his back, while Naomi, Damaris, and Adina waited at the work door with the other freed prisoners.

The first cable struck when Trevor reached the second bend.

Gold wire opened like a snake and drove toward the stonecutter's spine. Petra caught it between both palms, but the cable lifted her from the floor and slammed her against the ceiling, so Trevor wedged one wing beneath her before the second hit crushed her ribs.

Wing Guard cost ten MP, and the split took eight HP and fifteen Stamina from him while Petra dropped beside the first cable.

“That one was ugly,” she said.

The stonecutter kept crawling. “I called left.”

“Your left or mine?”

“The wall's.”

Trevor stared at the white shaft. “I hate tooltips written by dwarves.”

Petra broke the cable with Radiant Palm. Its loose end whipped away and struck three more, waking the whole passage as gold wire filled the ward-crawl from every side.

Trevor opened Many Voices to the three women beyond the wall. Damaris could strike through the stone if he marked a point, Naomi could guard one soul from a cable burn, Adina could stop one repeated command, and Petra could route only one body through the moving weave.

The stonecutter carried no link and stood beyond Trevor's sight after the next bend, where her cord twitched twice and went slack.

Trevor could order Petra after her; instead, he put two fingers on the gate cord and tapped the simple pattern Damaris had used during the silent Bell Maw fight: safe, danger, ask.

The answer came through the cord.

Ask.

Trevor tapped four options against the stone—forward, back, wait, help—and the cord answered forward.

“She wants through,” he said.

Petra found a route for the stonecutter while Damaris struck the first marked cable through six inches of ward stone. Naomi covered the woman's soul as Adina stopped the command that made every wire attack together, and Trevor took the remaining hits on both wings while shoving the whole group past the bend.

They fell into a round white cell, and the room opened a survival frame around all four walls.

WARD CELL 8-A

Soul drawers: 8,192

Stable drawers: 8,189

Cracked drawers: 3

Bound warden: 16/100 Ward Load

Reset: 03:00

Every cracked drawer flashed red where Trevor's shoulder had struck it. Three voices leaked into the room as loose blue words.

MARA.

SOUTH STEP.

DON'T CLOSE ME.

Trevor caught the words on separate wing surfaces. They resisted his halo and remained pointed toward three different drawers.

“No merging,” he said.

The System produced three tiny quest markers.

Return each name to its own box before reset.

Petra took Mara, the stonecutter took South Step because she knew it was a street nickname, and Trevor held the last plea while the room tried to tug all three into the warden's cage.

The reset timer dropped to two minutes fifty-nine.

One naked warden hung inside a cage of cables at the room's center, with clear tubes leaving her arms and throat to feed light into thousands of numbered drawers along the walls. Some shook, others whispered, and one repeated Trevor's name in his mother's voice.

The stonecutter crossed the room before Petra stood and drove her fist into the cage lock. “This is where they took my brother.”

The warden lifted her chin, working her mouth around a dry tongue. “Break me and the ward kills every drawer.”

Trevor opened Halo Sight. The warning was true because the warden served as both jailer and hostage, and her death would burn the stored souls before the city lost power.

The cell guardian came through the ceiling while he read.

It had no legs. Six white arms carried it along the cable grid while a bronze bell filled the space where a head belonged; the first arm struck Trevor across the back and drove him into the numbered drawers, cracking three beneath his shoulder.

Voices screamed through the wall.

Trevor rose with fourteen fewer HP and put his body between the next strike and the drawers. Faith's Aegis spent nine Hope to stop the white fist while Petra climbed the guardian's hanging ribs. The stonecutter looped one loose cable around a lower arm, and Damaris waited outside for a marked target she could hit.

“Warden,” Trevor called. “Which cable hurts it?”

She raised two fingers toward the line entering her throat.

Breaking it would free her voice and stop the guardian's bell command, but it would also silence the only person who could guide them through the cell.

Trevor cut it anyway.

The warden dropped inside the cage and dragged air into her lungs. The bell guardian lost its shared timing, Petra broke one shoulder joint, Trevor marked the bronze chest, and Damaris struck through the wall hard enough to cave it inward.

The guardian turned all six arms toward the cage.

Trevor caught two arms, Faith's Aegis caught another, the stonecutter tied one with gate cord, and Petra broke the fifth. The warden seized the final cable herself, wrapped it around her forearm, and pulled until the bell split.

The guardian fell across the cell, and its bronze bell split into six loot wedges, one for each dead arm.

CABLE TURNER x2

WARD DRAWER KEY x3

SILENT BELL SHARD x1

Petra grabbed the keys before they hit the floor. The stonecutter used both turners to redirect the warden's throat line into an empty socket, while Trevor pressed the silent shard against the cracked drawers and muted their pain long enough to return all three loose names.

STABLE DRAWERS: 8,192/8,192

The room still held thousands of prisoners, but it had stopped losing three of them while Trevor chose the next fight.

XP entered Trevor before the ringing stopped. Level 22 added ten maximum HP, five Stamina, and six MP through the new attributes, then offered Grace Relay I beside two rejected skills.

He bought the relay for one Skill Point.

The warden had already opened the cage. She stood on her own, pulled a white work coat from a hook, and pointed toward the drawers. “The ward reset begins in ninety seconds.”

Trevor held one hand toward the stonecutter. “I can send what you see to me while you open the wall. Either of us can close it.”

She caught his wrist and accepted Grace Relay.

Fourteen MP opened her sight inside his halo, with the first minute included in the skill. Her view crossed the cell as she knew it—tool marks, stress lines, false mortar, and the one drawer rail that carried the whole wall—and Trevor showed the same view to Petra without taking control of either woman.

Together they opened the rail before the reset.

The numbered drawers did not end behind the wall. They continued in white ranks beneath the street, down through the next terrace, and toward every bell tower in the city.

Thousands of dead voices waited inside them.

SYSTEM // Level 22. New skill acquired: consensual remote eyeballs. Keep the phrasing classy, angel boy.
READOUT // Level 22 — Witness Angel
HP 147/286
MP 184/302
Stamina 78/245
XP gained: 690
Cumulative XP: 13,650
Direct-danger XP this level: 720
Might 12 → 13
Vitality 23 → 24
Focus 19 → 20
Grace Relay I — purchased
Cost: 14 MP to open one willing sight-and-sound stream within 1 mile
Duration: 1 minute included | 2 MP per added minute
Close condition: either person ends the relay
Hope 31/140
Dissonance 17
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 11%
Ward cell: opened
Bound warden: freed
Numbered soul drawers detected: 8,192 and counting
Oh, honey. The wall is a morgue wearing a dungeon skin.


The nearest eight thousand drawers opened their mouths together.


Chapter 5 — Names Before Bodies

The corpse levy came at midnight with bells stuffed full of wool.

Trevor heard the wheels first. Eight iron carts rolled beneath the ward cell, each pulled by four white-armored penitents whose faces had been sewn behind blank masks; canvas covered the loads, but bare heels knocked against the tailgates whenever the carts crossed a paving seam.

The freed warden watched through a crack in the work door. “They empty the drawers by district. Bodies go below. Name-slips go to the fire.”

“Why keep name-books for numbered souls?” Damaris asked.

“Because Heaven likes to know what it has erased.”

Trevor looked across the round cell. The numbered drawers had stopped speaking after Adina cut the ward command, yet eight thousand mouths remained open in the walls; a name had to exist somewhere between the body, the drawer, and the engine that spent both.

The dead deserved better than becoming ammunition without even a name.

“We take the name-books,” he said.

Petra peered down through the work grate. “The carts are easier.”

“The carts are corpses. Lose those, we lose bodies; lose the books, we lose who they were.”

Naomi pressed fresh linen against the wound below his ribs. “You are choosing the difficult objective while missing most of your HP.”

“That is why Heaven sent me excellent women and terrible judgment.”

She tied the linen tighter. “Heaven sent you one of those things.”

Damaris checked the weight of her flail while Adina copied the ward-cell map onto the last blank page in her book. Petra found three routes from the grate to the levy column and rejected two before Trevor finished explaining the plan.

The name-books rode in a narrow brass wagon between the fourth and fifth corpse carts, guarded by two bell-keepers with ignition rods tucked into their sleeves. Forty penitents surrounded the column, and a white cantor followed on a six-legged processional frame above them.

The levy opened two objective bars across Trevor's sight.

BODIES // 209 viable vessels // 8 carts

NAMES // 417 identities // 12 shelves

Both bars displayed gold completion chests, and a chain icon joined them for half a second before breaking.

Route warning: saving one objective reduces time for the other.

“Split party,” Petra said.

The System marked the attempt in red.

Cantor aura: party members beyond 40 yards become levy targets.

Trevor dragged both objectives toward the same route. The brass wagon and corpse carts moved apart on the preview no matter how he turned it.

Damaris tapped the body bar. “Bodies can be named later.”

Adina tapped the names bar. “Not if the only surviving link is the number burned into a forehead.”

Naomi looked at the two completion chests. “Which loss can we undo?”

Trevor watched the ledger furnace begin heating before the ambush had even started.

“Bodies wait,” he said. “Fire doesn't.”

He locked the names objective.

The body chest turned gray as Trevor opened Grace Relay through the freed stonecutter at the outer work door. She accepted with a hard squeeze of his wrist, then took the other freed prisoners toward the plaza stairs while her sight entered his halo.

Fourteen MP bought the first minute, and her view showed the paving joints she had cut years ago, including one rain drain beneath the brass wagon that opened into the lower terrace. Petra saw the route through Trevor and smiled.

“That one is rude,” she said.

“Use protection.”

“A helmet?”

“Sure. Let's call it that.”

Naomi covered her laugh with one hand, while Damaris did not bother. The stonecutter's sight shook once through the relay, and Trevor felt her trying not to laugh while six friends followed her through enemy streets.

He let the relay run into a second minute for two more MP.

Petra dropped first, threaded the grate, caught the underside of the work ledge, and swung into darkness without touching the wall. Adina followed on a strip of written light, Damaris descended by driving her flail spike into the stone and controlling the chain, and Naomi stepped onto Trevor's joined palms to let him lower her by both wrists.

Trevor came last because four wings made stealth a rumor.

The levy column reached the rain drain as his boots touched the street.

Petra broke the first wheel pin as Damaris struck the rear axle. The brass wagon turned sideways, blocked both lanes, and drove the fifth corpse cart into a shrine wall, spilling canvas from its load.

Men and women lay stacked together in gray work clothes, each forehead carrying a black number burned into the skin.

The cantor raised both tuning rods, and every masked penitent turned on the same beat.

Adina opened her book. “Nobody sing.”

Her copied clause killed the first command before sound left the cantor's frame. Trevor crossed the street under that stolen silence and hit the wagon doors with both shoulders, but the brass latch held.

“It is warded,” Naomi called.

“So am I.”

He hit it again, driving pain through his ribs and losing eleven HP while bending the seam enough for Petra to slip three fingers inside. She tore the latch plate free.

The penitents reached them before the doors opened.

Damaris met the first rank alone. Her flail broke a shield rim, snapped across a mask, and returned behind her back before the second spear found her; she caught that shaft beneath one elbow and dragged the soldier into Petra's heel.

Trevor took the right lane and used Wing Guard to cover Naomi while she climbed into the brass wagon. He spent ten MP as six spears struck his feathers and one point entered beneath the lowest joint, costing him fourteen HP and twenty-three Stamina while Naomi remained untouched.

Inside the wagon, she found twelve shelves of name-books and a furnace already burning blue.

“They lit it before we arrived.”

Trevor caught one bell-keeper by the ignition wrist while the other rolled beneath Damaris's chain and reached the furnace vent. Petra kicked the rod from her hand, yet the keeper bit through a glass capsule hidden behind one tooth.

Blue flame poured from her mouth. Adina stopped the repeated burn command, but the first breath struck the wagon wall and spread across three shelves. Naomi pulled one name-book free, Trevor seized another through the side door, and Petra entered through the roof to smother a third with her cloak.

The remaining books caught together, leaving Trevor to chase the corpse carts or save the names. The first four had already split toward the lower bridges, and the last three reversed beneath the cantor's frame while masked penitents locked shields behind them.

He climbed into the fire, and heat blistered both hands. Naomi caught his belt from behind while he ripped burning shelves from their brackets and threw them into the street, Adina separated true names from ward marks as pages blackened around her fingers, Petra stamped out loose sheets, and Damaris held the wagon doors alone against twelve penitents and a processional frame dropping bronze feet like pile drivers.

One foot struck her guard hard enough to drive her to a knee.

Trevor wanted the carts. He wanted the frame. He wanted every objective because leaving any of them felt like permission for Heaven to keep it.

The stonecutter's borrowed sight reached the plaza stairs, where six freed workers waited beside a dry fountain and watched the escaping carts turn toward separate bridges.

She tapped the relay with one clear request.

Help.

Trevor sent back the routes Petra had rejected. He showed the workers which bridge carried the oldest stone and where one removed pin would drop the arch without crushing the street below. They moved before the second borrowed minute ended.

The northern bridge collapsed behind two levy carts. The vehicles escaped into the lower ward, but the processional frame lost its reinforcement path.

Damaris rose beneath the next bronze foot and struck the knee joint from inside its guard while Petra climbed the back legs. Adina restored sound only for the cantor's own command, then reflected the word into the frame's bell.

All six legs tried to kneel.

Trevor left the burning name-books in Naomi's hands and charged, driving his shoulder into the frame above its lowered front joint as Damaris struck from the opposite side. White metal folded around the cantor, and the whole machine crashed across the street without touching the corpse wagon beside it.

The remaining penitents broke formation, but Trevor let them run because the last name-books mattered more. By the time the fire died, the levy carts had vanished into the city and two hundred numbered bodies had gone with them.

Naomi had saved four complete district books, Petra had saved thirty loose pages, and Adina had copied every name she could see before the ink burned. The pile looked insultingly small beside the black ash.

The names bar resolved first and turned gold.

417/417 IDENTITIES PRESERVED.

The gold chest opened without dropping a weapon, armor, potion, or coin.

REWARD: names remain valid targeting keys.

Future use: locate drawer, body, memory shard, or surviving kin.

The body bar collapsed to twenty-six viable corpses in the wrecked fifth cart, while seven red route arrows carried the rest beyond Halo Sight.

Petra stared into the empty reward chest. “Not even a hat?”

The System replied, “The dead retained nouns. Greedy.”

Damaris lifted the canvas from the wrecked fifth cart.

One corpse sat upright beneath it.

He had no eyes. Black thread closed both sockets, and the number 4419 crossed his forehead. His jaw moved twice before a voice came through the stitches.

“Damaris Pike.”

Her flail stopped in the middle of its return as the corpse turned toward her without eyes. “Iron Orchard. South trench. You left me under the rain.”

Damaris had told Trevor about Iron Orchard once. She had judged deserters there during her first year as a sworn shield, before Junia, before Heaven's invasion, and before Trevor fell into this world wearing a body pretty enough to make every mistake look deliberate.

“What was your name?” she asked.

The corpse's sewn mouth opened wider. “You marked the number.”

Damaris crossed the street and knelt until their faces were level. Ash settled across her braid and the blood beneath one eye.

“I marked every name.”

“Then find mine.”

The corpse fell backward with its mouth still open, but the voice had returned to the numbered drawers below the city.

Trevor looked at the saved district books in Naomi's arms. He had chosen the names and lost the bodies, yet one of the dead had just asked Damaris to prove that the choice meant anything.

SYSTEM // Objective update: steal names back from corpse carts. Finally, a loot quest where the loot screams directions.
READOUT // Level 22 — Witness Angel
HP 122/286
MP 158/302
Stamina 55/245
XP gained: 580
Cumulative XP: 14,230
Progress to Level 23: 580/1,200
Direct-danger XP toward Level 23: 340/770
Grace Relay I — 16 MP spent
Wing Guard — 10 MP spent
Hope 39/140
Dissonance 18
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 12%
Levy name-books saved: 4 complete books, 30 pages
Identified dead preserved: 417 names
Corpse carts escaped: 7
Number 4419: identity missing
Connection to Damaris Pike: confirmed
You saved the names and misplaced the corpses. That is either mercy or cursed inventory Tetris.


Damaris opened the first rescued ledger and found that every page from Iron Orchard had been cut out.


Chapter 6 — The Bathhouse Had One Bed

The abandoned bathhouse had six pools, forty marble benches, and one bed that had not collapsed under its own mold, so Trevor looked from the narrow mattress to his four companions. “We can make this work if everyone believes in teamwork.”

Damaris carried the rescued ledger past him. “You are bleeding through your shirt.”

“That sounds like a yes with unnecessary healer detail.”

Naomi pushed him toward the nearest warm pool. The old furnace still breathed beneath the floor, and steam softened the cracked blue tiles around a shrine whose face had been chiseled away. “It sounds like you are bathing before infection develops a class.”

Trevor let her strip the bandage from his ribs while Adina warded the doors. Damaris took the Iron Orchard ledger to a dry bench, and Petra searched the building for routes that did not end in a wall, furnace, or forgotten drain full of teeth.

Number 4419 lay on a stone table near the entrance with his sewn eyes still dark after the night raid, yet a gold thread ran from his forehead into the floor whenever Trevor opened Halo Sight. The bathhouse sat directly above the moving grave rail, which made it useful, dangerous, and cheap by local standards.

Naomi used the last of her quick-healing pool on Trevor, restoring fifty-four HP while the warm water drew fatigue from his muscles. A bitter focus draught returned seventy MP, and two hours without armor recovered one hundred ten Stamina; none of it repaired the bruise spreading under his left breast, but the numbers stopped looking suicidal.

“Sleep next,” Naomi said.

“After we find the dead man's name.”

Damaris turned another page. “Iron Orchard begins at entry five hundred twelve, but entry five hundred nineteen begins the next campaign. Seven pages are missing.”

“Someone removed a whole battle.”

“Someone removed the people.” Her thumb rested against the cut binding. “I remember the south trench and sentencing three officers who abandoned it, but I do not remember Number 4419.”

Trevor saw the accusation she aimed at herself and refused to soften it into comfort. Damaris trusted truth more than a pretty lie, especially when the lie wore his face.

“Then we learn why,” he said. “If you failed him, we fix what survives, and if Heaven edited you, we break the editor.”

Her shoulders lowered by half an inch. “That is not absolution.”

“Good. I am terrible at priest work.”

Petra returned barefoot with two towels over one shoulder. “You are terrible at priest work and flirting.”

Trevor leaned back against the pool edge. Wet blonde hair floated around his waist, black streaks dark against the water, while the steam had turned his pale face pink enough to make every hard expression look decorative. “I have done pretty well for a man with this much false advertising.”

“You waited for Naomi to kiss you, Damaris to call the shot, and Adina to schedule desire between spellbook pages.” Petra sat on the pool rim. Her black curls had come loose around her cheeks. “Your method is standing still until a woman becomes frustrated.”

“It has a perfect success rate.”

“Three samples.”

“Statistically unstoppable.”

Petra slipped into the water and stopped between his knees. “Try it on me.”

Every useful line Trevor had ever heard in a game lobby arrived at once, competed for his mouth, and died there. Petra watched the wipe happen beneath his long lashes while biting her lower lip to keep from laughing.

“You want to inspect my drain seal?” he asked.

Her laugh echoed through the empty bathhouse.

“That sounded better before it became real.”

“It could not have.”

She braced both hands on the tile beside his hips as water ran from her forearms. Her route sense traced the breath he held, the pulse in his throat, and the way his knees opened without being asked.

“I want you,” she said. “I have wanted you through two worlds, one cathedral road, and several crimes against sensible navigation.”

Trevor caught her waist, pulled her onto his lap, and grinned. “See? Perfect method.”

Petra kissed him before he could ruin the victory, quick at first as she tested his mouth like a locked passage, then slower when he followed instead of trying to lead a route he did not know. Her fingers threaded into the wet hair at his nape while his four wings opened across the pool with a soft rush and boxed them inside a private curtain of white feathers.

Petra drew back just far enough to look at him. “You are doing the princess face.”

“This is my war face.”

“Your war face has very pretty lips.”

“Tactical feature.”

She kissed those too, then his throat and the upper curve of his chest where the bruise ended; Trevor stopped trying to produce clever commentary, which made his mouth much more useful immediately.

They left the pool for the one surviving bed, laughing when the frame complained beneath both of them. Petra climbed over him with the confidence she brought to every impossible route, and Trevor met her halfway. His hands learned the strong line of her waist and the softer warmth above it while she taught him what made her breath catch.

The ruined bathhouse, the dead witness, and the white city fell outside the close circle of steam and skin. Petra wanted the man speaking through his angel body, and Trevor wanted her without needing that desire to prove anything about himself. The difference settled something inside him that arguments had only bruised.

When pleasure took the last room for thought, Petra held his gaze instead of hiding her face. Trevor followed her over the edge with his name in her mouth and one hand locked with hers above the pillow.

Afterward, she sprawled across his chest while his wings covered them and sweat cooled beneath the feathers. Her fingertip followed the edge of his halo, making the gold ring wobble.

“Still a man?” she asked.

“More convinced than ever.”

“Because you slept with a woman?”

“Because I spent half of it worried the bed would fail and crush my party below. That is male tanking.”

Petra laughed against his skin, then went still.

Her route sense moved through the mattress, the wall, and the hollow tile beneath the bed's rear leg before she slid one hand down the frame and tapped the floor twice.

“There is a passage under us.”

“I knew that line would work.”

“No, you didn't.”

“I absolutely believed my drain seal was important.”

They dressed before waking the others, then Petra lifted the bed while Trevor pulled the marked tile free. A circular brass seal filled the hollow beneath it, engraved with the same numbering script as the corpse drawers, and its center turned whenever Number 4419 breathed on the stone table.

Damaris came through the doorway with her flail in hand. “The corpse moved.”

The stone table was empty because Number 4419 now crouched above the bathhouse entrance with his fingers buried in the ceiling and gold light leaking from his stitches. Three more numbered bodies pressed through the shuttered windows while white cables dragged them from the street.

“Records recovered,” all four corpses said. “Witnesses scheduled for correction.”

Adina closed her book around the command and caught only its final word before the bodies fell on them too quickly for a reversal cast.

Trevor opened Grace Relay with Petra for fourteen MP. Her route sense entered his halo, showing every safe angle through the bathhouse while the dead attacked across walls and ceiling. He met the first body in midair, turned beneath its arms, and drove it through the empty shrine.

The second corpse landed behind Naomi, and Wing Guard cost ten MP plus fourteen Stamina when Trevor crossed the room fast enough to take its hooked fingers through one wing. Eight HP left with the torn feathers.

Damaris broke both knees on the third attacker, then Adina named the woman from one recovered page and made the corpse stop fighting long enough to look toward her own hands.

Trevor opened Open Arms.

The numbered soul entered as a separate voice instead of an owned command while the other bodies hit him together, throwing him across the pool and costing thirty-three more HP plus thirty-eight Stamina. The identified woman remained inside the Choir long enough to show him the rail command beneath the floor.

He did not hold her when she tried to leave.

That release changed the skill.

Open Arms II widened around identified numbered dead. A recovered true name could now let one stripped soul speak through the link for sixty seconds without consuming permanent Choir capacity, and the soul retained the exit.

“That is better,” Trevor said through blood.

The System chimed in his head. “Baby, the previous version was haunted group chat.”

Petra turned the brass drain seal, splitting the floor beneath Number 4419 as the gold cable pulling him dropped into darkness. He caught the opening with both hands.

Trevor jumped after him.

The grave rail moved thirty feet below, where coffin-shaped carriages raced beneath the bathhouse on a chain of white light and carried numbered dead toward the inner city. Trevor hit one roof hard enough to dent it; Petra landed across his back, Damaris caught his left hand, and Naomi and Adina followed inside a written shield.

Number 4419 clung to the next carriage.

Trevor used the last seconds of Grace Relay to see Petra's route across the moving roofs, then crossed the gap under a rain of white sparks. He seized the corpse's ankle before the rail entered a stone throat.

The pursuit, the identification, and the direct jump completed the missing XP.

Level 23 moved one point each into Agility, Will, and Grace while maximum Stamina rose by five, maximum MP rose by six, and Open Arms II fixed itself into the build.

The stone throat closed behind them.

SYSTEM // Level 23. New refinement acquired: names now defeat one layer of industrialized damnation. Also, Petra found your drain seal. I will be normal about this never.
READOUT // Level 23 — Witness Angel
HP 135/286
MP 210/308
Stamina 118/250
XP gained: 620
Cumulative XP: 14,850
Direct-danger XP this level: 770
Agility 20 → 21
Will 23 → 24
Grace 27 → 28
Open Arms II — refined
Named-dead channel: 60 seconds
Permanent capacity used: 0
Exit condition: the numbered soul leaves
Hope 47/140
Dissonance 19
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 15%
Petra Venn — relationship milestone completed
Drain seal: opened
Grave rail: boarded without a ticket
Number 4419: one carriage ahead
You found love, a railway, and a corpse conspiracy under one bed. Five-star lodging.


The carriage roof beneath Trevor opened, and a hundred dead hands reached up for his wings.


Chapter 7 — Every Route Was Correct

The grave rail climbed straight up while every loose corpse fell sideways. Trevor sprawled across the carriage roof with Petra on his back and Damaris hanging from his left wrist, while Naomi and Adina swung beneath them inside a written shield. Number 4419 crawled along the next carriage with lavender light leaking from his sewn eyes.

The tunnel had no bottom, and coffin cars raced through its vertical shaft on white chains. Gravity pulled bodies toward whichever wall held the nearest numbered drawer while hundreds of dead hands reached from open compartments and tried to drag Trevor in separate directions.

“Petra,” he said through his teeth, “tell me there is a floor.”

“Three of them.”

“Pick your favorite.”

“They keep changing.”

The rail divided above them as one chain bent left through a blue arch and another turned right beneath a bronze bell. The center line continued toward a white opening that smelled like rain, yet every route carried the same black destination mark.

The rail opened four route cards, including the path the identified dead woman could see beneath them.

BLUE ARCH // Memory enemies // reward: copied name fragment

BRONZE BELL // Sound enemies // reward: bell resistance

WHITE OPENING // Body enemies // reward: grave-rail key

BACKWARD CHAIN // Observer enemies // reward: hidden

Every card claimed a one-hundred-percent arrival chance until the System added one line below all four.

Party survival if all select same card: 20%.

Party survival if all select different cards: calculation refuses to behave.

Petra tried to drag the fourth card upward, but it slid behind the other three whenever she looked straight at it.

“Hidden route is shy,” she said.

“Flirt with it.”

“I save that for routes with better rewards.”

Damaris selected Bronze, Adina selected Blue, and Petra chose White while Naomi closed the cards and listened to Trevor's pulse instead.

The party frame accepted four different destination icons without breaking.

ROUTE DIVERGENCE: ALLOWED FOR 60 SECONDS.

Damaris pulled herself onto the roof and pointed right. “The name-book map marks that branch.”

Adina climbed from her shield with soot still streaked across her hands and pointed left. “The ward runes say that one.”

Petra stared upward through curls pasted to her cheeks. “Route sense says center, which means one of you has terrible loot instincts.”

Number 4419 turned his stitched face toward Trevor. “All roads proceed to correction.”

“That corpse is no longer invited to vote.”

Trevor opened Grace Relay with Petra for fourteen MP, and her sense entered his halo to show three green routes of equal weight. He extended Open Arms II toward the identified woman whose number Adina had recovered in the bathhouse. Her sixty-second channel filled no permanent voice, and the dead woman saw a fourth branch beneath the carriage folded backward through the moment they had just survived.

All four views were honest because the rail selected truth separately for each observer.

“Do not agree,” Trevor said.

Naomi looked from the approaching split to him. “That is your plan?”

“The trap expects one route. We give it four.”

Petra took the center carriage, Damaris stepped across to the right chain, and Adina wrote herself onto the left. Naomi remained with Trevor but closed her eyes and followed only the pulse she could feel through his wrist. Each woman called her own hazards without surrendering the call.

The tunnel tried to force one answer as Petra's center route turned blue and Damaris's right branch folded toward the same arch. Adina's left line rang like the bronze bell, while Naomi's pulse path went dark beneath all three.

Their coffin cars struck the split.

Trevor followed Naomi into the dark.

The carriage left its chain, crossed open air, and landed on the underside of a rail no one else could see. Petra vanished through the white opening. Damaris entered bronze light and Adina disappeared beneath the blue arch, yet their party marks remained within forty yards.

“Report,” Trevor sent through Many Voices.

Petra saw a bone forest growing downward from a stone sky, while Damaris rode beside a rain-filled trench and faceless soldiers. Adina crossed a library where every page carried Trevor's Earth name. None of their landscapes touched, but all three heard the same wheel knock beneath the third carriage.

Naomi heard it too.

Trevor counted seven knocks, one pause, seven more knocks, and a longer gap whenever the tunnel changed its lie. The rhythm came from Number 4419 striking the carriage roof ahead.

“He is in every route,” Trevor said.

“Or each route contains a copy,” Adina answered.

Damaris lifted her flail. “Test it.”

Trevor could have ordered everyone to strike, but the trap wanted a shared answer, so he asked each woman for a different test instead. Petra ran ahead without touching the carriage roofs while Damaris broke the nearest chain marker. Adina changed one destination rune, Naomi measured the soul pulse inside the knocking body, and Trevor watched the party marks move through mutually exclusive spaces.

Petra found no corpse at the source of her knock, while Damaris found two Number 4419 bodies chained together. Adina found the number carved into an empty coffin, and Naomi found one frightened soul forced to occupy all three possibilities.

The rail did not copy Number 4419; it cut him into answers, then punished whichever answer the group accepted as real.

Trevor released Open Arms II before the identified woman became another forced witness. Her channel left cleanly as one green route vanished from his halo without pain.

“Keep your answers,” he told the party. “We meet at the rhythm, not the body.”

The tunnel reacted by opening every coffin.

Numbered revenants spilled across the moving rails in separate worlds. Trevor saw six pale laborers with iron hooks through their hands while Petra fought three bone animals made from the same bodies. Damaris met condemned soldiers wearing the Iron Orchard dead as armor, while Adina and Naomi faced paragraphs of skin stretched across white frames.

The threats shared damage even when their shapes disagreed. Petra cut one ankle in her route, and a skin paragraph tore along the same line beside Naomi. Damaris broke an armored shoulder as Trevor's hook-handed revenant lost an arm, then Adina crossed out a repeated command and made every version hesitate.

“Different targets,” Trevor said. “Same wounds.”

He spent ten MP on Wing Guard when two hooks reached Naomi through the link. The split tore feathers from his lower pair and cost eleven HP plus fifteen Stamina, but the shield kept her hands free for the soul pulse.

Naomi found the common heart, but it did not sit inside any revenant. The pulse lived in the seven-knock rhythm beneath the carriages, where the rail struck Number 4419's soul against a dead switch again and again.

Petra could reach it only by jumping away from the route she trusted, while Damaris could break it only by striking a target absent from her map. Adina could name it only by writing a sentence she knew was physically false.

Trevor gave them no command; he sent Naomi's pulse reading through Many Voices, then let each woman choose her own impossible move.

Petra jumped into the stone sky, Damaris swung beneath the rain trench, and Adina wrote THE SWITCH IS HERE on empty air. All three hit the same hidden mechanism.

The four route cards stacked over the switch without merging, and each contributed a different break condition.

WHITE // body crosses false floor

BRONZE // strike lands between rings

BLUE // name survives copied memory

BACKWARD // observer refuses offered route

Trevor's fist supplied the body while Damaris landed the between-ring strike and Adina kept the name. Petra had already rejected every offered route, and Naomi held the one frightened soul beneath all four answers.

The switch's armor icons went dark one by one until Trevor drove his fist into the carriage roof on the seventh knock. The dead switch broke across four realities, and the tunnel snapped into one place around them.

Four loot beams rose from the broken mechanism.

FALSE-FLOOR SPIKE x1

SILENT BELL TOOTH x1

UNWRITTEN NAME TAG x1

EMPTY ROUTE SLOT x1

Each item tried to enter the same inventory cell, so Trevor assigned one to each woman instead. The spike went to Petra, the tooth to Damaris, the tag to Adina, and the empty slot to Naomi; then the items stopped fighting.

SET BONUS: PARTY MEMBERS MAY SEE ONE ANOTHER'S EXIT MARKERS FOR THIS RAIL.

“Loot solved by not hoarding it,” the System said.

Trevor looked offended. “Temporary bug.”

The party landed together on a broad rail inside a cylindrical drain. Number 4419 lay between the carriages with the brass switch driven through his chest, while the revenants collapsed and released four hundred XP in a rain of numbered tags.

Trevor dropped beside the corpse after the fight had taken fourteen more HP, twenty Stamina, and two additional MP from the extended relay. His resource bars remained ugly, but everyone else still breathed.

Number 4419's stitches opened without lavender light. “Damaris.”

She knelt beside him.

“Which version of me was real?” he asked.

“The one asking.”

The answer loosened the soul thread for one beat, and Trevor opened Open Arms II without forcing entry. The dead man showed them a final memory of white keepers cutting seven names from the Iron Orchard book before feeding those soldiers into the first grave rail.

His own name remained hidden behind a founder lock.

The rail slowed between stone walls packed with spectators in white masks as the coffin carriages entered a circular floor beneath an open cathedral dome. Barred gates dropped across every exit, and Junia Serrat stood above the arena with one gold hand resting on a judgment bell.

“Unauthorized witnesses recovered,” she announced. “Public correction will begin.”

Trevor climbed onto the carriage roof, opened all four wings, and smiled up at the Inquisitor.

“Great. I was worried this train had no entertainment car.”

SYSTEM // Route solved: everyone kept a different answer until the architecture rage-quit. Disgusting. It worked.
READOUT // Level 23 — Witness Angel
HP 110/286
MP 184/308
Stamina 83/250
XP gained: 400
Cumulative XP: 15,250
Progress to Level 24: 400/1,250
Direct-danger XP toward Level 24: 250/770
Grace Relay I — 16 MP spent
Wing Guard — 10 MP spent
Hope 53/140
Dissonance 20
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 16%
Looping routes exposed: 4
Independent solutions retained: 4
Dead switch: broken
Number 4419: temporarily coherent
Destination: Cathedral Trial Arena
Next stop: televised religious violence. Try to keep your good side toward the crowd, princess.


The arena gates opened, and the first choir revenant wore Number 4419's missing face.


Chapter 8 — The Witnesses Hit Back

Junia opened Trevor's public trial. She gave the prosecution six hundred teeth.

Choir revenants poured through four arena gates in white funeral cloth. Each body had been assembled from numbered citizens whose bones were filed into interlocking jaws. Some walked on hands. Others rolled across the sand inside rib cages and bit whenever the wheels turned. The largest carried Number 4419's missing face stretched across a bell-shaped skull.

Three condemned fighters stood chained inside the attack line. One was a baker in a burned apron, another was a guard with one pauldron and no weapon, and the last was the bell keeper Naomi had saved from blue flame. White cables connected their ankle irons to the nearest revenants.

Junia spoke from the judgment balcony. “The unauthorized founder may surrender his Crown, accept memory correction, and return all stolen souls. Refusal transfers each hostile wound to the condemned.”

The masked spectators leaned forward as Trevor opened Halo Sight. He found the same hidden curse on every attack line. The prisoners would suffer whether he surrendered or fought because the arena wanted a bloody show, not a verdict.

The trial unfolded into three linked boss meters.

CONDEMNED HP // 100%

REVENANT MASS // 600 teeth

PUBLIC MASK RHYTHM // 600/600 synced

Every masked clap added one attack-speed stack to the dead, and every true name removed one body part from the revenant mass. Any prisoner who acted without an arena command also weakened the hidden damage transfer.

Route hint: witnesses are not spectators after they choose an action.

Trevor tried to select the glowing hint.

Not a button.

“Then stop making it glow.”

The System made it glow harder out of spite.

Damaris pointed her flail at the three prisoners. “Give them weapons.”

Petra pointed at the audience. “Break the clap.”

Naomi watched the shared-damage threads. “Keep their souls inside their bodies,” she said, while Adina raised the rescued name-book and added, “Give the dead names.”

Four quest markers appeared without replacing one another.

Trevor smiled at the stacked objectives. “Whole party gets a mechanic.”

“Your trial is rigged,” he called.

Junia raised one gold hand. “All judgment is shaped toward truth.”

“That sentence sounds intelligent until you inspect it.”

Adina wrote the hidden curse across three pages, but the arena ward blurred her ink whenever she tried to show the crowd. Petra found three routes to the prisoners, but every path ended beneath the first revenant charge. Damaris saw that cutting the ankle lines early would trigger their death brands.

Naomi touched Trevor's bruised side and checked his bar. “You have one hundred ten HP.”

“Then we should finish before they use all of it.”

The judgment bell rang.

Trevor launched from the carriage roof with his first two wings beating downward. The lower pair guarded his spine as he cleared the rolling rib cages and their teeth crossed beneath his boots. Both heels struck the face-wearing revenant and turned its first charge away from the condemned line.

Meeting a body three times his mass in the air cost eighteen HP and forty-five Stamina. Its cracked bell skull spawned white hands that seized both ankles.

Damaris struck the nearest cable and sent her flail along the metal. It broke two revenant wrists before the death brand could finish. Petra crossed that brief opening, slid beneath the baker's chain, and cut one ward stitch from his ankle iron. Adina stopped the repeated word in the brand while Naomi covered the keeper's soul as blue flame returned through her bandaged throat.

Trevor tore free above them and checked the revenants' attack timer. One command beneath the crowd's applause linked them all. Every masked spectator clapped on the same beat without realizing that their hands drove the dead.

“Do not silence them,” Trevor told Adina. “Change the rhythm.”

She erased one stroke from the applause spell and made six hundred hands lose the beat. The revenant charge broke into staggered pieces instead of one white wall.

The condemned guard caught a dropped spear and drove its point through a rolling rib cage. She looked surprised when it stopped moving, then struck again because surprise offered no armor.

The crowd saw her fight, and the public meter lost one synchronized mask.

599/600 synced.

The woman's stolen spear gained a green border and a new damage tag.

WITNESS WEAPON // damage ignores condemned-transfer line.

She stabbed the next rib cage, dropping its teeth count by twelve instead of sending the damage into her HP.

The baker saw the change and reached for Damaris's dropped shield hook. Beside him, the keeper tore a bronze ignition pin from her bandage and held it like a knife.

Three helpless-prisoner icons flipped into party-neutral swords.

HIDDEN DAMAGE TRANSFER: 75% → 50%.

Junia saw the hidden transfer falling and rang the second bell, opening the arena floor beneath all three prisoners.

Trevor had enough reach for one prisoner, Petra could reach another, and Damaris had the third. Every rescue line crossed the revenants' shared bite, so Trevor sent the separate options through Many Voices and received three immediate answers.

The baker chose Damaris, the guard chose Petra, and the keeper chose Trevor; nobody chose the safest rescuer because none existed.

Trevor dropped beside the keeper as the sand collapsed and her ankle cable pulled her toward a shaft lined with furnace mouths. He caught her wrists while one revenant bit through his lower wing. Wing Guard spent ten MP to keep the jaws out of her spine while feathers shredded without further HP loss.

The direct danger, rail pursuit, and trial objective completed Level 24 before the floor finished opening. Might, Vitality, and Will rose by one while ten maximum HP entered the bar. One Skill Point opened Burden Share I beside two rejected defensive options.

Trevor bought the skill while hanging above the furnace shaft.

“This will move a quarter of your next wound into me,” he told the keeper. “Still want my hands?”

She answered by locking both arms around one of them.

Ten MP opened the share before the furnace mouth struck her with forty soul damage. Thirty stayed in her body while ten entered Trevor and made gold cracks race across his chest. He pulled her from the shaft before the second pulse.

Across the arena, Petra reached the condemned guard as a rib cage closed around them. Trevor showed the skill through Many Voices, and the guard caught his offered link by slamming her palm against Petra's party mark. The second share opened for ten MP.

The bite sent ten damage into Trevor while Petra broke the cage from inside and the guard crawled out carrying her stolen spear.

Damaris had the baker beneath her shield when the face-wearing revenant brought both jaws down. The man looked past her toward Trevor and understood the offered damage split. He grabbed Damaris's chain with both hands, opening the third share for ten MP. Ten more damage crossed it.

Trevor's HP fell to sixty-two before the Level 24 maximum increase settled it at seventy-two. Gold fractures covered his torso beneath torn cloth, while blood made his soft features look even more offensively delicate.

The System purred inside his skull. “Congratulations, princess. You invented distributed getting-your-ass-kicked.”

“Trademark it later.”

The three condemned fighters stood, ruining Junia's need for helpless victims whose pain proved Trevor's guilt. Instead, six hundred spectators saw a baker hold Damaris's shield line and a guard fight beside Petra. The bell keeper used the last blue fire in her throat against the revenant built from her own district.

Surviving flipped all three from victims into witnesses.

Adina raised the rescued name-book and read the first forty names. Each one removed a hand, tooth, or stolen bone from the revenant formation. The dead did not vanish; they separated from one choir weapon into hundreds of incomplete people who could finally stop attacking.

Number 4419's face split from the bell skull, hit the sand, and grew a spine of white cord. It crawled toward the spectator wall until a woman in the lowest row tore off her mask, then changed direction and dragged itself toward her feet.

“Brother?” she whispered.

The face had no mouth left, only his black number and one remembered expression. It climbed her dress with fingers made from loose stitches, and she pulled the dead thing against her chest while guards tried to drag her away.

The crowd broke its assigned rhythm, and the mask meter shattered into six hundred separate nameplates.

Some nameplates remained white, while one hundred twenty-six turned blue when families matched the dead. Four hundred eighty-seven became gray when their wearers removed the masks, and the rest flickered between fear and the next command.

The revenant-mass counter dropped its teeth display and rerolled into remembered body parts.

600 teeth became 126 names / 474 stolen pieces.

The boss had not lost all its HP; it had lost the lie that one bar represented one creature.

Masks came off across the arena as families shouted names toward the numbered dead. Every correct match damaged the choir formation more deeply than Trevor's attacks. Revenants fell apart into hands that reached for children, jaws that tried to speak to spouses, and empty eye sockets that turned toward familiar voices.

Junia struck the judgment bell hard enough to crack it. Every separated body received the command to burn.

Adina could stop one repeated word, and Naomi could preserve three nearby souls. Petra found seventeen routes into the stands while Damaris saw white soldiers closing around the families.

Trevor spent twenty Hope through Faith's Aegis and put the shield over the crowd instead of himself. Blue-white fire struck the open halo and burned Hope down its edges. Trevor held until his four wings shook and the last mask fell from the upper rows.

The fire ended with the families still holding the dead pieces they recognized. Three condemned fighters stood beside Trevor, injured enough to prove the arena's hidden damage and alive enough to speak about it.

Junia looked down from the broken bell. “You cannot keep every soul separate.”

Trevor wiped blood from his mouth. “I do not need to. They can keep themselves.”

The crowd answered the boss with hundreds of different names.

SYSTEM // Level 24. New skill acquired: Burden Share I. You made three witnesses harder to kill and accidentally gave them boss-breaking green nameplates.
READOUT // Level 24 — Witness Angel
HP 72/296
MP 144/308
Stamina 38/250
XP gained: 850
Cumulative XP: 16,100
Direct-danger XP this level: 770
Might 13 → 14
Vitality 24 → 25
Will 24 → 25
Burden Share I — purchased
Cost: 10 MP per opened share
Transfer: 25% of one known wound to Trevor
Shares completed: 3
Hope 67/140
Dissonance 21
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 18%
Condemned fighters alive: 3/3
Numbered dead identified by families: 126
Public masks removed: 487
Heaven trial boss: exposed
The prosecution called six hundred teeth. The defense called everyone's mother. Court is adjourned, darling.


The first family district bell began ringing without Heaven's permission.


Chapter 9 — The Dead Remembered Home

The family district carried Trevor out of the arena on a door ripped from its hinges.

He objected because the door belonged to somebody, because his HP bar displayed seventy-two, and because being paraded through a white city on household lumber made him look less like a victorious angel than a beautiful corpse with excellent hair.

The crowd ignored every complaint while four bakers held the corners. Two masked women became former masked women by throwing their disguises into a fountain, then walked beside Trevor with numbered hands cradled against their chests. The bell keeper and condemned guard followed under Naomi's care, while the baker in the burned apron told anyone who would listen that Heaven had chained him inside the attack.

Nobody called the procession a rebellion until white soldiers tried to stop it and Damaris stepped into the road with her flail across both shoulders. Petra climbed the nearest roof, Adina opened the rescued name-book, and five hundred citizens removed their masks at once.

The soldiers withdrew without testing the word.

Family District Seven had been built around a square shrine with a blue roof and twenty narrow houses attached to every side. Laundry lines crossed above the street, clay ovens shared walls, and white plaster covered the names once painted over each door.

The woman who held Number 4419's face led Trevor into the shrine, where shelves carried the private remains Heaven had not collected: wedding ribbons, work badges, broken spectacles, baby shoes, prayer cards, and hundreds of bowls placed upside down after someone died. Every object waited for a person whose body had become a number.

Trevor stopped making jokes while Naomi found a clean room behind the altar and made him lie down for the district healers. They had no System class, but they knew stitch, splint, fever, and the exact amount of willow bark an angel could swallow without becoming a decorative puddle. Their treatment restored sixty-eight HP, while food, water, and two hours beneath a sanctuary hymn returned sixty MP and one hundred Stamina.

Trevor tried to stand after the first hour, so Naomi sat on his hips.

“This is abuse of healer authority,” he said.

“You like women using authority.”

“True, but I prefer fewer witnesses.”

Petra leaned through the doorway. “I can bring more.”

Trevor stayed down.

Adina turned the shrine into a name-matching hall while he recovered. Each family brought one object and one remembered detail that Heaven's number system had no reason to preserve, while Damaris compared those details against the saved district name-books. Petra sorted the matching corpse pieces by routes through the arena, and Naomi tested whether each soul response belonged to memory or merely repeated a nearby voice.

Trevor used Open Arms II only after a true name matched both an object and a numbered fragment.

The System opened a three-key match above each table.

TRUE NAME // required

PRIVATE OBJECT // required

MEMORY THE DISTRICT CANNOT GUESS // required

Green checks lit only when all three belonged to the same soul. A false fragment could steal a nearby memory or repeat a name. It could not explain why a wedding ring had one edge filed flat, which child had hidden a plum pit inside a shoe, or which prayer card had been folded to cover an embarrassing saint.

SOUL MATCH: 3/3 // channel safe to open.

The first family cheered when their table turned blue, and the System added, “Match-three, but grief.”

“You make everything worse.”

“And yet the UI is clear.”

The first channel opened around a hand that still wore half a copper ring. A gray-haired man said his wife's name into the palm. The dead woman answered by tapping twice against his cheek, their old signal for stop worrying, then left Trevor's Choir before the sixty-second limit.

The second soul entered through a child's carved horse. He remembered hiding coins inside its hollow belly. His daughter broke the toy open and found three tarnished pieces exactly where the numbered jaw said they would be.

The third identification failed.

Its table showed two green checks and one red mimic icon.

MEMORY SOURCE: copied from living speaker.

The revenant foot offered a new childhood scene every time another relative moved closer. Trevor slid it into a salt circle, and the false memories stopped reaching the room.

MIMIC FRAGMENT QUARANTINED.

No XP appeared. One fewer family received a lie.

A revenant foot reacted to every name shouted near it, producing memories copied from the family district itself. Trevor closed the link before the false answers could become a comforting lie. The family cursed him, then returned with names, dates, and scars because grief did not make weak people stupid.

By dawn, ninety-three numbered fragments had names.

The work generated no personal XP because nobody had attacked Trevor and no dangerous discovery had changed his build. The System refused to reward safe compassion merely because it felt important, and Trevor approved; Mercy bought consequences, not points.

The bell keeper sat beside him during the next match. Blue scars ringed her throat, and one hand shook when she reached toward a burned work badge.

“You could have let me die in the wagon,” she said.

“Naomi saved you.”

“You caught my wrist first.”

“I needed the ignition rod.”

“That is a terrible answer.”

“It is the one that happened.”

She studied his soft gold eyes, as if the face ought to produce kinder history than the man inside it. “Why did you take my wound in the arena?”

“Because you chose my hand after trying to burn everything I needed. That was funny enough to preserve.”

The keeper laughed once and pressed the work badge into the numbered palm on the table. A soul spoke through Trevor's link in her mother's voice. Their reunion lasted forty-eight seconds before the dead woman left on her own.

The keeper cried without looking away.

Hope rose because a witness had survived long enough to contradict the trial. Trevor felt the resource enter, but he did not mention the number while she held her mother's hand.

Damaris brought Number 4419 into the shrine after sunrise.

His sister had kept his missing face wrapped in her apron. The rest of the corpse walked behind Damaris with blind steps, pulled by the soul thread beneath the district rather than Trevor's command. When face and body touched, black stitches crawled across the gap and restored a rough head.

The sister whispered her brother's true name against his forehead.

Trevor did not repeat it. A name belonged to the person before it belonged to his panel.

Open Arms II found the correct soul.

The founder lock found Trevor at the same moment. White script closed around his halo, spent twenty MP through the open channel, and drove twelve soul damage into his HP bar while trying to replace the recovered name with 4419. Naomi anchored his identity from one side. Damaris put her unedited Iron Orchard memory into the other, and Trevor held the channel open until the lock cracked instead of letting the easier number return.

Five hundred XP entered for the dangerous founder breach and the irreversible recovery of a record Heaven had actively defended. The safe identifications remained worth nothing; this one paid because the lock could have taken Trevor's name with it.

Number 4419 entered the link as a soldier kneeling in a trench full of rain. Damaris stood above him in younger armor with both hands red from digging. Seven officers had abandoned the south line. The man and twenty others held until the civilians behind them escaped, then a white correction team arrived after the battle and declared every dead defender an unauthorized witness.

Damaris had ordered their names recorded and their bodies returned.

Heaven removed the pages, fed the soldiers into the rail, and cut the order from her memory when she entered sanctioned service.

“You did not leave me,” the dead man said through Trevor's mouth.

Damaris bowed her head until her braid touched the shrine floor. “I forgot that I tried.”

“They made forgetting a promotion.”

His sister caught both of the corpse's hands. The dead man looked at her through Trevor's sight, held the image for one final breath, and released the link.

The body collapsed without violence.

Damaris remained kneeling. Trevor sat beside her without offering absolution, because the memory had returned damage instead of innocence. She rested one armored shoulder against his and let the weight stay there.

The district bells began ringing names as one house called three and another called eleven. The sound moved through attached streets until the whole quarter spoke against the numbered system, while citizens opened sealed cupboards, brought out hidden name-books, and painted old family names over Heaven's plaster.

Trevor walked into the square with his companions around him.

“The city wants a commander,” the condemned guard said. Her broken shoulder sat in a sling. “They think that is you.”

“They are free to be wrong.”

“Will you lead anyway?”

Trevor looked across hundreds of separate faces. Some trusted him. Others hated angels, distrusted his Choir, or wanted only the dead returned. Their disagreement made the crowd slower than a Host and harder to erase than one.

“I will tell you what I know,” he said. “You decide which homes open, who fights, and where your families go. If you need my wings, point at the problem.”

The first problem arrived above them.

White walls rose from every street around District Seven. Cathedral plates locked across the sky, sealing the quarter inside a dome while Junia's voice entered the bells.

“Contaminated testimony contained,” she said. “Saint deployment authorized.”

The blue-roofed shrine shook.

A metal foot wider than the square pressed through the new ceiling. Behind its translucent armor, Trevor saw citizens suspended as living joints: men and women bent around gears, children curled inside finger plates, and white cables threaded through every throat.

The saint automaton descended around the entire district.

SYSTEM // Name-matching hall established. No XP awarded for safe compassion, because I am a progression engine and not a sticker chart.
READOUT // Level 24 — Witness Angel
HP 128/296
MP 184/308
Stamina 138/250
XP gained: 500
Cumulative XP: 16,600
Progress to Level 25: 500/1,300
Direct-danger XP toward Level 25: 300/820
Hope 83/140
Dissonance 20
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 19%
Numbered fragments identified: 93
False identifications rejected: 7
Number 4419: true name restored
Iron Orchard record: partially recovered
Family District Seven: uprising running on its own
Incoming saint automaton: one
Living people used as joints: far too many
Heaven brought a giant made of hostages. Please resist solving this with the phrase maximum penetration in public.


Trevor looked up at the saint's armored pelvis. “No promises.”


Chapter 10 — Remove Civilians Before Smashing

The saint automaton closed one hand around the shrine and tried to make Trevor choose which family became a finger.

Five translucent plates pressed through the blue roof, each armored digit holding citizens folded around gears with wrists and ankles wired into white hinges. The thumb held the condemned guard from the arena. Four children curled behind the smallest knuckle and breathed in time because one cable drove every chest.

The saint opened a body-map across Trevor's sight.

SAINT AUTOMATON // LEVEL 30 SIEGE VESSEL

Armor HP: 48,000/48,000

Living joints: 314/314

Safe strike zones: 0 while living joints remain

Gait failure: kills loaded joint before next step

The body-map divided into fingers, wrist, elbow, shoulder, ribs, hips, knees, ankles, and feet. Every section carried a hostage count and one movement timer.

CURRENT STEP: 8.2 seconds.

Remove joint after timer starts: limb continues on stored motion.

Remove joint before timer starts: next plate crushes replacement search area.

Trevor pinned the step timer above the party frame.

“We pull people during the eight seconds after each movement begins.”

Damaris marked the wrist, Petra marked the shortest socket routes, Naomi marked the lowest HP hostages, and Adina marked every repeated movement word.

EVACUATION OBJECTIVE: 0/314.

No boss-damage objective appeared while Trevor stood on the altar beneath three hundred tons of descending sainthood.

“Nobody hit the hand,” he said.

Damaris lowered her flail by one furious inch. “Then give me another target.”

Petra put both palms against the shrine floor. Her route sense climbed through stone, cable, living joints, and the metal saint above them. “The wrist has an empty cable channel, but it closes when the fingers squeeze.”

Adina opened the rescued name-book to a blank margin. “The hand cast repeats through every hostage. I can silence one word for one beat.”

Naomi touched the wall and felt hundreds of soul pulses. “If the command stops while the gears carry weight, the joints break the people inside them.”

Trevor looked up through the translucent palm and saw that the cathedral had made rescue itself the wipe condition. Smashing armor killed citizens, stopping the mechanism crushed them, and surrender only let Junia finish correction after the crowd stopped watching.

“We keep the hand moving,” he said. “Then remove everyone before it notices the weight is gone.”

The first finger struck the altar, and Trevor spent twenty-five Hope through Faith's Aegis. Gold light spread across the shrine ceiling, diverted the plate around the children, and cost two MP while pressure cracked every wall. Damaris marked the hidden wrist seam instead of attacking. Petra sent the route to three condemned fighters who wanted the saint opened more than they wanted safety.

The baker entered first through a gap beside the thumb, and the bell keeper followed with blue fire held behind her teeth. The guard shouted directions from inside the hinge.

Trevor opened Grace Relay with the baker for fourteen MP, then spent two more when the first minute expired. The man's sight entered his halo as moving gears, white oil, and bodies fixed into sockets, and Trevor sent that route to Petra. She crossed the collapsing shrine, jumped onto the saint's wrist, and vanished through a seam too narrow for his wings.

The automaton lifted the entire district as white walls detached from the streets and became its lower armor. Houses hung beneath its legs while families slid toward the square's edges and cables pulled their dead fragments into the saint's chest.

Trevor launched after the hand and reached the wrist channel as the fingers closed again. Wing Guard cost ten MP and twenty Stamina when he spread his upper wings between two plates. He held the seam open while Damaris climbed his feathers like stairs, and the lower pair caught the shrine roof before it crushed the families beneath.

Four separate loads bent his body in four directions, and the System flashed FOURFOLD GUARD // SKILL PREVIEW across his sight. Trevor could not cast it yet, but his body proved that each wing could hold an independent interception through muscle, angles, and pain.

The saint closed harder and stripped thirty-five HP plus seventy-four Stamina before Damaris reached the wrist seam. She drove her flail spike beside the cable rather than through it and rolled the joint pin from its socket. The channel opened without cutting the hostage command.

“Inside,” she said.

Trevor folded all four wings together and fell through the wrist.

The saint's body was a vertical prison with citizens hanging in translucent sockets from forearm to feet. White armor translated every involuntary movement into force, so struggling made the automaton walk while going limp triggered shocks until bodies moved again.

The condemned guard occupied the thumb hinge above them. Petra had reached her first but found six locking rods passing through the woman's armor and stopping against her skin.

“Pull one and the others enter,” Petra said.

Adina arrived inside a written slit of light and studied the hinge cast while the saint took its first step across the district. “The rods believe they support different fingers, but the instruction is shared.”

“Can you make them believe they are already pulled?” Trevor asked.

“For one beat.”

“That is our favorite length of time.”

Adina changed HOLD to HELD.

Every rod relaxed, and Petra pulled the guard free while Naomi sealed the six punctures behind her. The saint's thumb continued moving because the rods believed the hostage remained in place.

The false state lasted one beat before the hinge searched for a replacement body, and Trevor stepped into the socket.

White rods struck him with a thirty-point wound. He opened Burden Share with the guard for ten MP after she caught his wrist and saw the number coming. Twenty-two damage stayed in him, while eight returned to her through the declared quarter. Naomi kept both bodies stable long enough for Damaris to jam the socket with the guard's discarded pauldron.

They repeated the method through the hand while the evacuation count climbed beside every emptied socket.

7/314.

19/314.

31/314.

The saint tried to hide the missing weight by spawning white phantom adds inside open hinges. Each copied the last hostage's outline and screamed with the same voice.

Naomi checked their soul bars and found them empty.

“Adds,” Trevor said.

Petra kicked one into a gear, making it burst into route arrows toward the next real socket.

“Helpful adds.”

The System replied, “Heaven remains terrible at encounter balance.”

Adina changed REPLACE to REVEAL on the phantom-spawn command. Every false body became a glowing arrow toward someone still trapped.

The evacuation counter accelerated.

The baker accepted a share when the index hinge tore his side and moved nine damage into Trevor. The bell keeper caught his offered hand before blue fire opened her throat and moved ten more. Each prisoner remained alive as Trevor stacked wounds behind a face that looked far too gentle for the amount of profanity leaving it.

“Middle finger next,” Petra called.

Trevor spat blood onto white gears. “Finally, a system designed for my build.”

Damaris stopped, stared at his tiny waist wedged inside the hinge, and looked away with color rising beneath the cut on her cheek.

“Focus,” she said.

“I am discussing combat anatomy.”

The System whispered, “Baby, nobody believes you.”

They emptied the last finger while the saint crossed three blocks.

Families below followed separate routes out of each moving footfall without waiting for Trevor's orders. Bakers opened ovens into crawl spaces, name-runners turned laundry lines into guide ropes, and rooftop scouts relayed Petra's marks with colored sheets. Their separate plays kept the automaton from crushing anyone when one leg changed direction.

Hope entered faster than Faith's Aegis had spent it. Trevor's Level 25 threshold broke when the final child came free from the smallest knuckle. Eight hundred XP completed the level, including five hundred twenty direct-danger XP from surviving the living armor at melee range.

Agility, Focus, and Grace rose by one while maximum Stamina gained five and maximum MP gained twelve. Fourfold Guard fixed itself as a locked skill preview.

The saint still had a body full of prisoners, so Trevor used the new MP to keep Grace Relay open while teams spread through its arms and chest. Damaris led one side, Petra routed the other, Adina faked joint occupancy, and Naomi taught district healers how to stabilize each rescue. Trevor moved between them on four wings and replaced living joints with doors, roof beams, and broken armor. One stone statue's offended expression improved the saint's left knee.

The automaton continued walking after its last hostage came free.

LIVING JOINTS: 0/314.

SAFE STRIKE ZONES: ALL.

All forty-eight thousand armor HP turned red at once.

The district party frame filled with attack pings as bakers marked ankles and rooftop scouts marked eye slits. The three arena fighters marked the command bell, and nobody waited for Trevor to assign a target.

He chose the chest because Damaris was already there.

Without living pain powering its movement, the saint slowed while Damaris reached the chest plate and raised her flail.

“Now?”

Trevor looked through Halo Sight. No soul pulses remained inside the strike line.

“Smash it pretty.”

Her flail broke the breastbone.

White armor peeled away in six enormous petals and missed the district because Petra had marked every fall route. The saint knelt around the blue-roofed shrine without crushing a home. Its chest opened above Trevor and revealed a rotating city map with seven black circles beneath separate districts.

Adina copied the labels before the map began erasing itself.

“Those are engine mouths,” she said. “The ward cell was only a feeder.”

Seven soul mills turned below the cathedral city.

Junia's voice entered the broken saint. “You freed three hundred fourteen joint-prisoners and exposed forty-two thousand stored souls to collapse.”

Trevor stood in the open chest while citizens climbed from the armor behind him. “You keep saying consequences like they are arguments.”

The Inquisitor severed the connection.

Every black circle on the map opened an eye.

SYSTEM // Level 25. Skill preview unlocked: Fourfold Guard. Four wings, four separate problems, one catastrophically pretty idiot holding all of them.
READOUT // Level 25 — Witness Angel
HP 52/296
MP 138/320
Stamina 69/255
XP gained: 800
Cumulative XP: 17,400
Direct-danger XP this level: 820
Agility 21 → 22
Focus 20 → 21
Grace 28 → 29
Fourfold Guard preview — locked
Castable skill: not yet
Proven wing surfaces: 4 independent interceptions
Burden Share I — 30 MP spent across 3 completed shares
Grace Relay I — 16 MP spent
Wing Guard — 10 MP spent
Faith's Aegis — 25 Hope and 2 MP spent
Hope 76/190
Dissonance 19
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 25%
Living joints freed: 314/314
Saint automaton: disabled without hostage deaths
District structures crushed: 0
Engine mouths revealed: 7
You removed every civilian before smashing the mech. Inconveniently ethical. Extremely hot.


The nearest engine mouth began consuming the district's shadows.


Chapter 11 — Dinner Had a Body Count

The cathedral invited Trevor to dinner because the saint automaton had failed to kill him before breakfast.

The invitation arrived on a white plate carried by a child whose family had spent the morning hiding beneath that automaton's foot. Gold words promised neutral ground, healing kits for District Seven, and a public parley about the stored dead, while smaller text threatened to resume correction if Trevor declined.

He turned the plate over. “Do you think they serve steak?”

Naomi was stitching his shoulder beside the shrine altar. “You have thirty-one separate injuries and one functioning joke.”

“The joke functions perfectly.”

“It keeps trying to get you killed.”

“That is user error.”

She pulled the stitch tight enough to make his halo tilt while Trevor lay shirtless across a narrow cot beneath three herb kettles steaming blood from his long blonde hair. His four wings occupied more space than the bed, the table, and one offended healer combined.

Damaris stood at the far wall with the rescued Iron Orchard name-book open in both hands, having read the seven missing-page seams until every cut lived behind her eyes.

Naomi restored one hundred HP through the district healing pool, while a focus infusion returned seventy MP and sleep recovered one hundred Stamina before noon. She finished by cleaning the gold fractures from his chest with a cloth that moved more gently than her expression.

“If you attend,” she said, “you eat nothing that speaks.”

“That rule excludes half the guests.”

“It includes you.”

Trevor caught her wrist before she withdrew the cloth and kissed the inside. Naomi's irritation softened, although her eyes moved toward Damaris before she leaned closer, and Damaris noticed.

She closed the name-book. “Do not stop because I am present.”

“I was not asking permission,” Naomi said.

“Neither was I.”

The air between them tightened around an argument neither woman had begun. Damaris had spent the night discovering that Heaven removed honorable decisions whenever they interfered with obedience, while Naomi had spent it keeping Trevor alive after he took other people's wounds. Both wanted him safe, and each found the other's build insufficiently severe.

Trevor looked between them. “I can offer a co-op encounter in shared—”

“No,” they said together.

Petra laughed from the doorway while Adina wrote down the exchange without looking up.

They accepted the dinner at a banquet hall between District Seven and the cathedral terraces. Seven arched exits opened from a circular chamber, where white banners covered the walls and tables formed rings around a dry fountain for one hundred twenty guests from guilds, shrines, work crews, and family districts.

No Inquisitor waited inside, although Junia's place stood empty at the highest table beneath a gold spear laid across the chair. Cathedral servants offered wine, roasted birds, glazed roots, and small white cakes shaped like halos, while Trevor opened Halo Sight over every platter before sitting.

“The food is not poisoned,” he said.

Naomi examined his cup. “You sound disappointed.”

“Poison would be refreshingly direct.”

Damaris chose the chair on his right. Naomi took his left with enough calm certainty to make the seating arrangement feel like a military claim. Petra sat opposite them and enjoyed the conflict openly, while Adina selected a place where she could see all seven doors.

The district delegates did not eat, and an elderly guild officer spoke first. “You released the saint's pilots, yet the cathedral says forty-two thousand stored souls will fail if the engines stop. Which lives do you intend to protect?”

“The ones in front of me first,” Trevor said. “Then the ones below us. If a machine needs murdered citizens to stay alive, we do not owe it fuel.”

“And when the city wards fall?”

“We build something that does not eat grandmothers.”

The work-crew delegates murmured because they understood the scale hidden behind build something. Dismantling a soul engine meant dark streets, failed water lifts, open walls, and every monster the wards had held outside for generations.

Trevor gave them the ugly part without sanding it smooth.

“There will be shortages. People will die while we change it. The cathedral wants you to compare those possible deaths against the deaths already happening under numbered drawers, then pretend the soul engine is the safe path. It is already eating its own wards. Seven engine mouths woke when the saint opened its chest.”

Adina placed her copied map on the table.

The first dead voice came from the roasted bird and whispered through a split breastbone, “Damaris Pike. Iron Orchard deserter.”

Every plate repeated the accusation as wine climbed from the cups in thin red cords. White cakes opened tiny mouths, and the dry fountain began speaking with the voices of children stored beneath the district while chairs grew white fingers around every guest's wrists.

Trevor stood and opened all four wings. “Nothing here gets eaten.”

The System said, “An excellent rule arriving tragically late for the table manners.”

All seven exits changed their labels.

GARDEN became KITCHENS. KITCHENS became LOWER CHAPEL. The unmarked service door announced SAFE ROUTE in gold text too bright to trust.

Trevor could send one command across the room. Instead, he opened Many Voices to every guest willing to receive a warning and described exactly what Halo Sight showed: each doorway's current destination, the white edit line moving through its label, and the fact that no route would remain stable after everyone chose it.

“Pick exits in separate groups,” he said. “Tell the people beside you what you see, but do not wait for agreement.”

The hall broke into arguments as some delegates followed Petra toward the service door and others trusted Damaris enough to choose the lower chapel. Naomi led injured guests toward the garden, Adina stayed in the center and marked every label change, and Trevor took the guild officers toward the kitchens because nobody else trusted that route.

The cathedral edited the doors around their choices.

When twenty people approached the service exit, it opened above the soul furnace. Petra felt the shift and diverted through a linen closet one heartbeat before the floor vanished. Damaris's chapel route filled with white soldiers, but the work crews beside her recognized load-bearing wall pins and opened a breach the ward had not labeled.

Naomi's garden became a corridor of dinner tables stretching straight down. She tied guests together with tablecloths and lowered them past each impossible place setting. Trevor's kitchen door tried to return his group to the banquet hall, yet one guild officer jammed the hinge with the gold invitation plate.

Separate choices made the door edits visible while Adina wrote each change on a different wall. The pattern revealed one dead voice hiding inside every person who drank the wine instead of a spell moving through the architecture.

Twenty-seven guests began speaking together.

“Return to your seats.”

Their mouths opened wider than their jaws. Red cords climbed from their stomachs and pulled them toward the central fountain, where the stored children's voices had become a white column.

Trevor went back.

Damaris reached the possessed guests first but could not strike without breaking living bodies. Naomi tried to shield their souls and found each dead voice wrapped around a private grief. Petra cut the wine cords, only for the severed ends to enter the nearest cup. Adina could stop one repeated instruction, yet every possessed person carried a different wording.

Trevor opened Grace Relay with Adina for fourteen MP. Her view showed grammar where he saw souls. He spent four additional MP to keep the stream through three minutes while she identified the common structure beneath all twenty-seven phrases.

Every command contained a hidden exit.

He showed that exit to the possessed guests through Many Voices. “You have one dead passenger and one door. Open it if you want them out.”

The first guild officer tore the red cord from his own mouth.

Others followed in uneven waves. Some needed Naomi's hands around theirs. One asked Damaris to cut the cord after holding it taut, while another woman walked to Adina and made her read the hidden exit aloud. The last guest remained at the fountain because the dead voice belonged to her daughter.

“I will not lose her again,” she said.

Trevor did not order her free.

“Then carry her,” he said. “But leave this room before the room carries both of you.”

The woman wrapped the red cord around her wrist and walked toward Naomi's route. Her daughter spoke once from the knot, and the cathedral failed to turn that private choice into a shared command.

The white column collapsed.

Five hundred fifty XP entered for surviving the room-wide possession, exposing the edited exits, and keeping seven incompatible route memories long enough to map the trap. Three hundred counted as direct danger toward Level 26.

Trevor had spent eighteen MP on the relay, ten on Wing Guard when the fountain burst, and twenty more through two Burden Shares that kept possessed guests alive during rescue. Thirty HP and fifty Stamina left across the fight.

The surviving delegates returned to the banquet hall by seven different routes.

They compared what each door had become. No two groups carried the same story, yet Adina's wall map showed how the cathedral had edited every exit toward the largest agreement. Their contradictions became a seven-route map instead of a reason to choose one path.

The gold spear above Junia's empty chair rose by itself.

Her image formed behind it in repaired white armor. She looked past Trevor toward Damaris.

“Your Iron Orchard memory was unlawfully removed,” Junia said. “Return to sanctioned judgment. The cathedral will restore every excised verdict, cleanse the founder contamination, and return your complete class.”

Damaris stood with the damaged name-book against her breastplate.

“What does restoration cost?” she asked.

Junia's gold eyes did not move. “Trevor Dwyer's Crown.”

SYSTEM // Feast survived. Dinner spoke, wine attempted possession, and the dessert remains under investigation for smugness.
READOUT // Level 25 — Witness Angel
HP 122/296
MP 160/320
Stamina 119/255
XP gained: 550
Cumulative XP: 17,950
Progress to Level 26: 550/1,350
Direct-danger XP toward Level 26: 300/820
Grace Relay I — 18 MP spent
Wing Guard — 10 MP spent
Burden Share I — 20 MP spent through two completed shares
Hope 84/190
Dissonance 20
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 28%
Guests entered: 120
Guests escaped alive: 120
Possessed guests: 27
Exit histories preserved: 7 incompatible, all useful
Dinner consumed: wisely minimal
Inquisitor offer: Damaris restored, Trevor surrendered
Oh, gorgeous. The entrée was trauma, and dessert is betrayal.


Damaris looked at Trevor and said, “I want to hear the full offer.”


Chapter 12 — Damaris Judged Heaven

Damaris accepted Junia's offer by walking into the white circle alone.

The banquet hall vanished around her as gold lines rebuilt Iron Orchard across the floor: south trench, abandoned command post, and twenty-one dead soldiers kneeling beneath rain that never reached the carpet. Junia stood on the opposite bank with her spear planted beside seven blank pages.

Trevor remained outside the circle with Naomi, Petra, and Adina, while the boundary allowed witnesses but rejected command links, healing channels, route marks, and every other party assist.

“That is not neutral ground,” Trevor said.

Junia's image turned one gold eye toward him. “Judgment is private before it becomes law.”

“That sounds like fake tutorial text before the quest steals your gear.”

Damaris did not look back when she said, “Let her finish.”

The words struck Trevor harder than the circle, and he closed Many Voices before his worry became another pressure she had to carry.

A spectator HUD opened over the trench.

SOLO CLASS QUEST — THE VERDICT THAT SURVIVES

ACTIVE PLAYER: DAMARIS PIKE

PARTY ASSISTS: LOCKED

FAIL STATE: RESTORED SELF REPLACES CURRENT SELF

Petra tapped the boundary with one knife, making the glassy wall ring and spawn a row of white damage numbers over her head instead of the circle's.

“It has reflection damage,” she said.

“Everything in Heaven has reflection damage,” Trevor answered. “They invented guilt and put it on every armor set.”

Adina moved around the circle and read the runes as they lit beneath each kneeling soldier. “Seven memory masks, seven defended choices. She does not need to kill the bodies; she needs to keep the choices from being renamed.”

Naomi watched Damaris rather than the HUD. “Then her build is right for the fight.”

Trevor folded all four wings tight behind him and hated spectator mode, especially the tiny gray lock beside Damaris's party slot. Opening it would prove Junia's claim that Damaris remained herself only while someone stronger permitted it.

He stood still and let her own the quest.

Junia opened the first missing page, showing Damaris ordering the Iron Orchard names marked, while the second showed her demanding teams return for the bodies. The third revealed a sanctioned officer countermanding her, and pages four through seven showed Heaven cutting the memory when Damaris accepted promotion.

“Your verdict was correct,” Junia said. “Your service afterward was corrupted by an unlawful edit. Return, and the sanctioned choir will restore the whole memory.”

Damaris touched the scar beneath her eye. “Will I remember Trevor?”

“Every event.”

“Will I still love him?”

Junia paused.

Trevor hated the silence because it answered more cleanly than any tooltip.

“Emotional distortion produced by founder contamination will be corrected,” Junia said.

Damaris lifted her flail. “Then you are not restoring me. You are spawning someone who remembers my life and approves of your edits.”

The trench soldiers rose as white armor turned the dead defenders into sanctioned versions of every judgment Damaris had obeyed. Seven officers stepped from the command post wearing her missing memories as masks.

Junia drew her spear. “Prove which self deserves continuity.”

Damaris met the first dead soldier with Flail Guard, catching his blade on the chain before striking the white breastplate without touching the body beneath. The second cast a correction seal, and Spellbreak Strike spent twelve MP to shatter it on contact.

Three more copies surrounded her and opened their false labels.

The first mask called her trench order PANIC, so Damaris hooked its ankle and dragged it through the painted word until the label cracked.

DEFENDED CHOICE 1/7 — RECORD THE NAMES.

The second called her recovery demand INSUBORDINATION, and she caught its sword between flail handle and vambrace before head-butting the false officer into the open name-book.

DEFENDED CHOICE 2/7 — RETURN FOR THE DEAD.

Two soldiers attacked together while a third mask called her love for Trevor FOUNDER DAMAGE. Damaris took one cut across her thigh, trapped the second blade in her field plate, and used the stuck weapon as a step before kicking the mask toward Trevor.

“He is frequently damage,” she said. “He is not yours to rename.”

The mask burst into one of the missing pages and joined her quest inventory.

Trevor put both fists against his mouth to keep from cheering like a drunk arena fan, so Petra did it for him and Naomi joined on the second strike. By the fourth defended choice, half the banquet survivors had returned to watch one woman duel her own stolen history beneath a floating quest bar.

Each witness made the circle brighter, not because they agreed with Damaris but because they could see her choose.

The remaining masks rushed before that audience filled the hidden bar, but Damaris dropped low and swept three legs with one chain arc. She planted her shield over the recovered page before any white hand could take it back.

DEFENDED CHOICES 5/7.

The final two waited behind Junia until Damaris used forced movement to put the sanctioned officer between them and spent fourteen MP on Judgment Brand. Gold text opened above the target.

PROPOSED ACT: REMOVE DAMARIS PIKE'S ATTACHMENTS.

COST-BEARER: DAMARIS PIKE.

The Brand held because she had named both the act and who would pay.

Radiant Punishment cost eighteen MP and drove the officer through the false command post, making the dead soldiers stagger as the judgment powering them lost its buff.

Junia entered the fight with a spear thrust that crossed thirty yards in one white line. Damaris blocked the first, missed the second, and lost seventy-six HP when the blade entered beneath her field armor, turning the rain red around both women.

Trevor hit the circle with both hands and found the boundary still refusing him.

“She asked you to let her finish,” Naomi said beside him.

“She is getting stabbed.”

“Both things are true.”

Petra found three seams in the circle, but every route required Damaris to open it from inside. Adina read the boundary runes and found that a witness could enter only after the judged player planted an independent standard, a trait Damaris did not have yet.

She ripped Junia's spear from her side and used the shaft to stand. “My wrong verdicts belong to me. My correct verdicts belong to me. The people I love are not contamination because Heaven dislikes what they prove.”

The seven missing pages flew from the command post and struck her armor.

Two supporting-character levels arrived from recovering seven stolen pages, defeating sanctioned copies of her own judgments, and refusing a class restoration that would erase present attachments. Four Attribute Points raised Might to twenty, Vitality to nineteen, and Will to twenty-two.

Independent Standard opened.

Damaris spent twelve MP and planted her flail head in the trench. One field plan spread twenty yards around her for sixty seconds: BREAK THE EDIT, KEEP THE WITNESSES. Any five allies who chose the plan gained command and forced-movement resistance.

The white circle opened.

Trevor crossed first, followed by Naomi, Petra, and Adina. None entered because he ordered it; each accepted Damaris's plan through the standard.

Junia thrust her spear toward the missing pages. The whole false battlefield tried to fold around the weapon, deleting the proof before the party could take it out.

Trevor spent ten MP on Wing Guard and opened four wings across four separate witnesses. The locked preview from the saint fight returned without becoming a skill, forcing him to hold every surface with muscle while the edit pressed inward.

Petra routed the pages beneath his lower right wing. Adina copied the removal order under his upper left. Naomi kept Damaris alive behind the upper right, while the lower left covered Number 4419's recovered memory where it had entered the circle.

Junia struck Trevor through the center for fifty-five HP and sixty Stamina.

The direct hit, Damaris's evolution, and the judgment objective completed Trevor's Level 26. Vitality, Agility, and Focus rose by one. Maximum HP gained ten, maximum Stamina gained five, maximum MP gained six, and Sanctuary Step I opened beside two rejected skills.

He bought it.

The skill required two sanctuary circles he had personally defended. District Seven's blue-roofed shrine burned behind him as one eligible anchor. The banquet hall, defended during the possession feast, became the second.

Twenty-four MP moved Trevor between them.

He vanished from Junia's spear and reappeared beside the physical gold weapon above her empty chair. The judgment field had projected through it. Trevor seized the spear, broke its owner line against his knee, and severed Junia's image from the duel.

The white circle collapsed.

Damaris landed in the banquet hall with one hand over her wound, and Naomi caught her. Petra gathered the seven recovered pages, while Adina bound every copied line into the district name-book before Heaven could edit it again.

Trevor knelt in front of Damaris. “You could have warned me that your plan involved getting stabbed.”

“You would have interfered.”

“Correct.”

“Then the warning would have harmed the plan.”

He wanted to argue. Instead, he pressed his forehead to hers and let the missing command channel remain absent until she reopened Many Voices herself.

Damaris did not absolve him for worrying, and Trevor did not pretend fear had become trust. She kissed him once, hard enough to taste like victory rather than reassurance.

Adina cleared her throat beside the broken spear. “The recovered pages contain an engine index.”

Every Iron Orchard soldier carried the same hidden notation beneath the burial order.

RECOVERABLE COMPONENT — SIGNATURE KEY: DAMARIS PIKE.

Damaris's soul had been keyed to the cathedral engine before she ever met Trevor.

SYSTEM // Level 26. New skill acquired: Sanctuary Step I. You teleported between two places you defended and broke the remote-control spear. Very dramatic. Acceptable.
READOUT // Level 26 — Witness Angel
HP 77/306
MP 132/326
Stamina 64/260
XP gained: 800
Cumulative XP: 18,750
Direct-danger XP this level: 820
Vitality 25 → 26
Agility 22 → 23
Focus 21 → 22
Sanctuary Step I — purchased and used
Cost: 24 MP
Eligible anchors: 2
Wing Guard — 10 MP spent
Hope 92/190
Dissonance 21
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 31%
PARTY EVOLUTION // Damaris Pike
Level 14 → 16 — Dawn Inquisitor
HP 156/232 | Stamina 68/175 | MP 132/188
Might 20 | Vitality 19 | Agility 12 | Focus 13 | Will 22 | Grace 15
Independent Standard — acquired
Restoration offer: rejected by Damaris
Iron Orchard pages recovered: 7/7
Engine signature key: Damaris Pike
Heaven tried to restore your girlfriend by deleting the parts that chose you. She filed a violent appeal.


The recovered signature began pulling Damaris toward the nearest engine mouth.


Chapter 13 — Hold the River With Your Ass

The river ward failed while Trevor was still explaining why the chapter title sounded tactical.

Six hours of district healing after the judgment duel had restored sixty HP and ninety Stamina, although Naomi withheld another focus draught because his hands still shook from the last one.

Blue water climbed the cathedral terraces in one vertical wall. Boats, market stalls, and three stone bridges hung inside it without falling, held above Family District Seven by a white gate whose center seam widened every second.

The gate had recognized Damaris's recovered engine signature and pulled her toward the riverbed hard enough to drag both boots through paving stone.

Trevor caught her around the waist. “I have you.”

“The gate has both of us.”

“Then this is a contested grapple.”

The seam opened, and water struck the district with the weight of a falling lake. Trevor planted four wings against the street, wrapped both arms around Damaris, and spent thirty MP through Faith's Aegis and Wing Guard together. Gold light divided the first surge around the blue-roofed shrine, but the split currents tore houses from their foundations.

Damaris looked once at the flood, once at the families trapped beneath the saint automaton, and took command without waiting for Trevor.

Independent Standard cost twelve MP. She drove her flail into the square and declared one field plan: HIGH STREETS, THREE ROUTES, NO SINGLE COLUMN. Citizens who chose the plan gained enough forced-movement resistance to keep their feet when the water reached their knees.

“Petra, western roofs. Naomi, shrine patients. Adina, mark every street the ward edits.” Damaris pointed toward the river gate. “Trevor holds that.”

He stared at the white structure above them. “With what?”

Her gaze traveled down his narrow armored waist, across the torn plates at his hips, and back to his very pretty face. “Use whatever part of you Heaven overbuilt.”

Petra laughed while running.

Trevor flew into the gate.

The center seam stood twenty feet above the district. He hit it shoulder-first, turned in the air, and wedged his lower wings beneath the opening while the upper pair braced both sides. Water hammered his back. His boots found no support until a statue broke from the terrace and lodged beneath him.

The position left his hips against the locking wheel, and Damaris called from below, “I hate being right.”

“You love being right.”

“Hold the river with your ass.”

“Combat anatomy!”

The System sighed inside his head. “Baby, this battle has an audience.”

Trevor pushed.

Eighty HP and one hundred Stamina left across the next minute. His wings split along old damage lines, the locking wheel ground through his hip plate, and river water entered every gap in his armor. He spent another ten MP on Wing Guard when the gate tried to close through his spine rather than around him.

Below, Damaris ran her own three-route quest, sending one group across roofs, one through attached cellars, and one along the saint's kneeling arm. The routes disagreed whenever the water shifted, yet her standard kept them from collapsing into Trevor's fastest option. Petra corrected local turns, Naomi moved the lowest HP bars first, and Adina painted blue arrows that changed whenever the ward tried to redirect people toward the engine mouth.

The ward spawned enemies on all three routes: white gutter wyverns climbed from the roof current with paddles for teeth, and cellar doors grew red mimic tongues. Drowned knights dropped onto the saint's arm with tower shields marked RETURN TO ASSIGNED DISTRICT.

Three event bars opened over the flood.

ROOFTOP ROUTE — 63%

CELLAR ROUTE — 48%

SAINT ROUTE — 71%

The bars did not share gains, and any column that reached zero would be pushed back into the ward. Damaris split her standard into three visible quest arrows without merging the people beneath them.

Petra took the roofs by running along a clothesline above the water and kicking one wyvern into a chimney. She used its paddle-mouth as a springboard to reach the next building, where every beast tried to bite the largest cluster. Petra broke that aggro rule by throwing sacks of wet laundry from three separate roofs until they chased flapping shirts instead of families.

“Laundry is the true tank class,” she shouted.

“Underappreciated resistance set,” Trevor called from the gate.

In the cellars, Adina discovered the mimic doors only displayed red tongues when nobody had named the destination aloud. She made every family announce the next room before touching a handle, making false doors lose their teeth while the route bar climbed with each spoken choice.

Naomi held the saint's arm by catching the first drowned knight with a shoulder check that sent both of them across the automaton's knuckles. She used its tower shield as a sled for three children, then Damaris joined her against the next pair. Her chain pulled one shield aside before Naomi's mace broke the open knee and the families rushed through the armor gap.

The ward changed the encounter rule, and all three bars began draining together.

HIDDEN CONDITION — ROUTES MUST AGREE.

Trevor saw the lie through Halo Sight. A thin white tether ran from the shared warning into the gate seam behind his hips. The ward wanted Damaris to merge the routes, because one column would give the river a single body to grab.

“Fake objective!” he shouted. “The warning is coming from the boss, not your standard.”

Damaris looked up once, found the tether, and smashed its reflection in a flooded window, bursting the false shared bar into three purple damage numbers. Every route gained ten percent for refusing it.

The System made a delighted noise. “Ah. The sacred MMO tradition of ignoring the quest text because the quest giver is evil.”

The wyverns, mimics, and drowned knights lost their party buff, letting Petra clear the roof wave with a chimney-top knife throw. Adina trapped the last mimic by naming it TOILET, forcing its destination enchantment to honor the label. Naomi and Damaris pushed the final knight from the saint's thumb into the river below.

All three route bars reached one hundred.

The ward dropped three route tokens into the flood: a blue roof tile, a cellar key, and one white gear from the saint's wrist. Damaris refused the System's offer to combine them into one raid-leader badge, giving the tile to Petra, the key to Adina, and the gear to Naomi.

PARTY SET — THREE WAYS HOME

BONUS: EACH HOLDER CAN MARK ONE SAFE RETURN POINT.

Three blue beacons rose behind the fleeing families, and when the next surge erased a street, nobody turned toward Damaris for one universal answer. They chose the nearest light and kept moving.

Trevor grinned through the river crushing his wings. “Your loot distribution is offensively wholesome.”

“Survive, and you may complain at length.”

Trevor wanted to tell them where the gate weakened. He kept silent because Damaris's plan worked better without another command competing inside it.

The final families crossed the saint's shoulder as the river rose to the shrine roof, but Damaris remained behind.

The recovered signature pulled her into the flood, forcing each step toward the white seam Trevor held. She wrapped her flail chain around the shrine bell and used the anchor to reach him.

“Everyone clear,” she said.

“Then leave.”

“The gate closes if I leave its field.”

Trevor opened Halo Sight and found her soul signature filling the missing latch. The river ward wanted Damaris inside the mechanism, not merely nearby, and it would keep the flood suspended until she entered.

“We are not feeding you to another machine.”

“I did not propose it.”

She used Judgment Brand for fourteen MP on the gate itself.

PROPOSED ACT: HOLD DISTRICT SEVEN UNDER THE RIVER.

COST-BEARERS: EVACUATED FAMILIES, DAMARIS PIKE, STORED DEAD.

The Brand found all three cost lines and stayed active while Radiant Punishment spent eighteen MP through the flail chain, turning the shrine bell into a striking weight. Damaris swung it against the gate's lower hinge.

White metal cracked, and the river began falling.

Trevor could keep the gate centered or save Damaris from the released water, not both. He opened Sanctuary Step between the district shrine and the banquet hall for twenty-four MP, grabbed Damaris's hand, and moved them both the instant the hinge failed.

They landed across a dinner table in the empty hall as the river hit District Seven.

Water destroyed the shrine, tore open the streets, and carried the broken gate into the lower terraces, but no families remained inside the direct path. The kneeling saint automaton shifted under the flood yet held around the district, preventing the houses from becoming debris weapons.

Six hundred fifty XP entered Trevor for holding the ward under direct danger, preserving Damaris's independent evacuation, and breaking the hostage latch without feeding her into it. Three hundred fifty counted toward Level 27's direct-danger requirement.

Petra reached them through the banquet door after the water passed. “You dropped a river on the district.”

“After evacuation,” Trevor said.

“Important distinction.”

Naomi arrived behind her, looked at Trevor's HP bar, and began removing his armor without asking whether the table could take another hit.

Damaris sat beside him with river water running from her braid. “You followed my plan.”

“Your plan put my ass in a gate.”

“And it held.”

He leaned close enough that their wet foreheads touched. “Do not sound proud in front of the others.”

The drained riverbed opened beneath the shattered terrace.

Stone vertebrae rose from the mud one at a time, forming a staircase that moved like a living spine. Each step descended toward the first engine mouth, and every third bone carried Damaris's signature.

SYSTEM // River ward broken. Evacuation successful. Angel used as structural seal in a position future historians will describe evasively.
READOUT // Level 26 — Witness Angel
HP 57/306
MP 68/326
Stamina 54/260
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 19,400
Progress to Level 27: 650/1,400
Direct-danger XP toward Level 27: 350/870
Faith's Aegis and Wing Guard — 40 MP spent
Sanctuary Step I — 24 MP spent
Hope 101/190
Dissonance 22
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 34%
District residents evacuated: 1,842
Evacuation columns merged: 0
River gate: destroyed
Living stair: exposed
Signature repeating on steps: Damaris Pike
You held back a river with four wings and premium lower-body leverage. I refuse to dignify this further.


The living stair flexed and took its first step downward.


Chapter 14 — The Mill Has a Friendly Setting

The living stair swallowed the corpse cart before Trevor could refuse the ride.

Stone ribs folded above the riverbed as white water vanished behind them. The next step rolled under Trevor's boots like a vertebra set in a chain, carrying the whole party down at running speed while a brass cart bounced three steps ahead.

Thousands of blue lights shone through its slats.

Naomi caught Trevor by the back of his torn armor and pressed a warm seal against the gap over his kidneys. Stored grace burned through bruised muscle and restored seventy HP. Half a focus draught and a strip of bitter root returned fifty MP and eighty Stamina before he could complain about the flavor.

“You get the other half when your hands stop shaking,” she said.

“My hands are steady.”

The stair dropped six feet, and Trevor landed on his ass hard enough to dent the step.

Petra glanced back. “Steady as a cathedral.”

“Cathedrals are famously stable.”

Adina pointed past him. “This one eats people.”

The first engine mouth opened below, revealing three stone rings around a shaft wider than the district shrine. Each ring carried rows of human teeth set into white mortar. Brass rails fed corpse carts between hooked arms that pulled blue soul lights from each body and pressed them flat against a spinning glass drum.

The drum printed each soul into identical strips.

One face repeated across every strip. A baker with a split lip became a hundred calm choir masks before the mill fed him toward a white furnace.

Trevor opened Halo Sight.

The engine showed him three controls, assuming any founder would choose one.

PURGE JAM.

RESUME STANDARDIZATION.

INSTALL RECOVERED COMPONENT.

The last control carried Damaris's signature, and Trevor said, “That option can go fuck a bell.”

Adina crouched beside the brass rail and scraped flood mud from three command grooves. The left groove routed bodies into the mill, and the middle one sent stripped memories into the city wards. The right groove carried rejected traits toward a sealed chamber beneath the furnace, with decades of carts wearing all three paths smooth.

“The mill cuts disagreement out first,” she said. “Then it prints what remains until every soul gives the same answer.”

Naomi held her healer's seal over the cart, and more than three thousand pulse marks answered without sharing the same beat. Seven had gone so faint that she counted them twice before trusting the number.

“I can keep the strips joined to their bodies,” she said. “I cannot hold them together if the drum makes another pass.”

Petra studied the rail web from the underside of the stair. “I can drop the cart away from the teeth, but its track crosses the furnace return. Save the bodies, lose the printed souls.”

Damaris tapped the central axle with her flail chain and listened to the pitch. “Break this collar, and every ring stops. The backlash will grind whatever sits between the teeth.”

Each plan solved one part and killed another because the mill had been built around that trap. A sanctioned raid leader picked which souls counted, called the rest a cost, and left with a shiny clear banner.

Trevor spread his wings until all four tips touched different walls of the moving stair. “Then nobody gets command of the whole problem. Hold your own piece and yell when mine is about to become stupid.”

Petra pointed at the rings. “About to?”

The stair delivered them into the bite line, and the first ring bit into the cart.

Damaris drove her flail into the moving step, opening Independent Standard for twelve MP and spreading a blue-white field across the party.

“Three plans,” she said. “Naomi keeps the printed souls from tearing. Petra breaks the feed rails. Adina finds the order that sends each strip back to its body. Trevor stops the teeth.”

Trevor looked at the rings, then at his four damaged wings. “I was hoping my plan involved a lever.”

“You are the lever.”

“I keep getting typecast.”

The party entered on four different beats. Petra jumped from the stair to the outer rail, and Adina slid beneath the cart to copy each command glyph before the wheel crushed it. Naomi caught the first printed strip against her chest while soft blue light held the baker's screaming copies together.

Trevor flew into the teeth, and the outer ring struck his crossed wings for thirty-two HP and forty Stamina. Bone-white enamel split feathers and drove him toward the furnace. He planted both boots against one jaw, put his lower wings against the next, and forced the ring open by inches.

“Friendly setting!” the System called through his skull. “We are searching. Please keep all limbs inside the industrial trauma.”

The mill read his resistance as a jam, and every ring reversed.

White shutters opened high above the shaft and exposed seven pipes climbing toward the cathedral streets. Each pipe carried stolen calm for the city wards to burn as obedience, but when the outer ring stopped, a distant bell missed one beat.

The trapped souls reached through that gap as blue strips peeled from the drum and stretched toward old bodies in the carts. Hooked arms caught them by the faces and pulled them flat. One strip still wore the baker's split lip, while another showed half a tattoo across a woman's throat. The mill shaved both marks away with the same glass blade.

Trevor drove his heel through the blade housing, and shards cut his boot before falling into the shaft. The unfinished strips rolled free with their private marks intact.

Petra's rail became a spear aimed at Naomi while Adina's command strip rolled backward into the furnace. The trapped souls changed direction with the machinery, and three thousand flattened faces folded across their own mouths.

Trevor spent ten MP on Wing Guard and caught the rail on two wing surfaces before it crossed Naomi. His other pair kept the jaw from closing, costing eighteen HP and twenty-two Stamina as brass punched through the outer feathers.

Damaris reached the central axle and struck its collar. Her plan needed it still, Petra needed it broken, and Adina needed it turning backward for six more seconds. All three choices remained right within their own lanes.

Trevor had built Grace Relay for one willing view, while the engine expected one stream, one command, and one truth.

He opened it through Damaris for fourteen MP, and her sight entered him: the axle collar, the cracked pin, the beat before the ring changed speed. The relay should have stopped there. Trevor pushed another six MP into the link and offered the stream onward rather than pulling it back.

Adina accepted, letting the view jump from Damaris to her without passing through Trevor's command. She saw the cracked pin through Damaris's angle while her own view stayed fixed on the furnace script. Two true pictures held at once.

The System laughed. “Oh, you nasty little co-op exploit.”

GRACE RELAY I — USE REFINEMENT AVAILABLE.

Adina rewrote the return order with the axle's exact beat while Damaris held her strike. Petra cut the feed rail instead of the pin, then kicked the loose length through the furnace gears.

The mill tried to standardize all four plans into one and failed.

Four clashing orders spread through the controls. One ring sped up. One locked. The furnace demanded a purge while the return rail marked every soul as cargo already delivered. Adina kept the lie narrow enough to fool the engine and true enough to lead each strip home.

“Baker first,” Naomi called.

Petra kicked his cart latch. The baker's body rolled toward the return line, and his printed face struck him across the chest like a sheet caught in hard wind. His back arched once. The split lip opened, and a blue word came out that belonged to no choir.

“Blue oven.”

Trevor had no idea whether the blue oven belonged to a home, shop, lost dare, or the place where the baker once hid sweet rolls from his children. The private phrase mattered because the mill had failed to cut it out.

“Next,” he shouted.

Naomi named numbers while Petra opened latches and Adina bent the return order around each broken rail. Damaris held her strike above the axle and trusted three women to call the safe beat. The rescue ran without Trevor at its center, which felt rude and worked beautifully.

The furnace accepted Adina's false order and spat the printed souls backward. Naomi caught the returning stream and called each body by the number burned into its cart plate. Damaris struck the axle after the last strip cleared. Petra's severed rail wrapped around the second ring and locked its teeth apart.

Trevor remained inside the first ring when the whole mill seized and the third ring tore free from its shaft. A hundred stone teeth crossed the chamber in a white disk, and the stair folded away beneath the party.

Trevor spent ten MP on Burden Share with Damaris before the disk reached them. She accepted one quarter of the next wound and planted her boots beneath the blue-white standard.

He hit the disk head-on and caught its upper edge with Wing Guard. His boots struck two lower teeth while his halo scraped a bright groove through the center. The impact cost twenty-five HP and thirty Stamina after Damaris carried the declared share. Her armor rang once, and Trevor drove the disk sideways into the empty furnace.

Glass burst across the shaft.

The mill stopped with every stored light intact.

Hope entered Trevor in ten separate points as the first restored souls chose ten different places to stand. Two remained beside Naomi. Three crawled toward bodies in the cart. One took the rail away from every living person, while four refused movement until Adina showed them the stopped drum. The engine could not turn those choices into one line, and Trevor let the mess stay messy.

The doubled relay left two fresh scratches across his halo and raised Dissonance by two. Separate views had forced his class to hold a clash it could not smooth, leaving an ache behind both eyes that faded only when Adina closed her own branch.

After the rescue count reached three thousand, the engine mouth tried to start a hidden second phase. Red warning marks flashed along the seven ward pipes in the same inward spiral Trevor had seen on three raid bosses back on Earth. He called the wipe pattern before its first mark reached the furnace, and each woman answered from the lane she already held instead of waiting for a fresh party call.

Petra jammed the loose rail across the fourth warning mark, and Adina reflected the third into the fifth. Naomi filled the second with seven faint souls whose uneven pulses ruined its perfect beat. Damaris let the first mark pass her flail and watched the pattern fold around the missing fourth point. One plain strike broke the seventh and sent the whole spiral into its own reset path, making the furnace dump its stored power into empty teeth that melted without touching a soul.

Trevor had spent years watching raid groups wipe because somebody chased the glowing boss instead of reading the floor. He had never expected that wasted youth to end with four gorgeous women trusting him about a spiral made from dead people. The build paid off with a deep chime and one gold chest rising from the axle deck. Petra opened it from behind, and the lid released six wing-repair pins, a coil of saint-thread, and one blue key shaped like an open mouth.

The key carried no owner mark, so Petra tossed it to Damaris rather than Trevor. Damaris checked both sides and handed it to Adina because the command grooves matched her route magic. Three player choices moved the loot toward the right build, making Trevor's class glow warmer than any auto-loot screen could have managed.

Seven hundred fifty XP entered Trevor. Five hundred twenty counted as direct danger from taking the rings at melee range, holding the open jaw, and stopping the loose disk before it crossed the party.

Level 27 raised Might, Vitality, and Grace by one, maximum HP by ten, and maximum MP by six, filling the new space in both current bars. The relay refinement fixed itself around the choice that had earned it.

Trevor's wings released the dead ring, dropping him to one knee on the axle deck. He had sixty-two HP, forty-two Stamina, and enough brass dust between his breasts to count as a new armor drop.

Naomi reached him first. “Remain still.”

“I am posing heroically.”

“You are leaking on my boots.”

Petra landed on the bent rail and spread both arms toward the silent mill. “We kept the axle, broke the feed, saved the souls, and threw a gear through a furnace. Four plans.”

Damaris pulled her flail free. “Three plans. Trevor was the lever.”

He looked up at her. “You have one joke, and my ass is always the victim.”

“Your ass keeps surviving.”

The nearest cart opened on bodies packed by their families in work clothes, temple wraps, wedding shirts, and the plain gray cloth used for nameless dead. The mill had stripped rank before memory, yet they still carried rings, burn scars, old splints, and bits of thread tied by people who expected to find them again. Naomi checked the first ten for breath and found none; their souls remained awake inside dead flesh, able to speak through blue light but unable to rise.

Trevor looked up the seven ward pipes, knowing the broken mill had cut one source of the cathedral's power while stranding three thousand souls in bodies that could no longer walk. Saving them had spawned a new quest problem instead of producing a bright clear banner and tidy reward.

“We take the carts,” he said.

Petra glanced at the ruined rails. “Up a living stair that hates us?”

“We make it hate towing.”

Damaris set her standard beside the first cart. “That is a fourth plan.”

“I am growing.”

The blue lights inside the cart rose together and formed a woman above the broken mill.

Damaris appeared in flawless white plate with every scar removed, every braid laid straight, and both eyes filled with calm gold script. The copy smiled at Trevor with the gentle certainty of a weapon that had never chosen its target.

“Installation will restore the version of me that deserves you,” it said in Damaris's voice.

Real Damaris stepped between Trevor and her perfect face.

SYSTEM // First engine mouth defeated with zero stored souls milled. Against all good boss design, the friendly setting was friendship. I hate that the rules allow this.
READOUT // Level 27 — Witness Angel
HP 62/316
MP 84/332
Stamina 42/260
XP gained: 750
Cumulative XP: 20,150
Progress to Level 28: 0/1,450
Direct-danger XP for Level 27: 870/870
Attributes // Might 15 | Vitality 27 | Agility 23 | Focus 22 | Will 25 | Grace 30
Grace Relay I refined — one willing stream may jump once to a second willing witness within the original one-mile reach for +6 MP. Either witness may close her own branch.
Hope 111/190
Dissonance 24
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 36%
Stored souls preserved: 3,006
Standardized souls burned: 0
Engine mouth one: disabled
Unauthorized Damaris copies: 1
Congratulations on inventing peer-to-peer holiness while dressed like a stabbed wedding cake.


The copy raised a restored spear that Damaris had never carried.


Chapter 15 — My Girlfriend Beat Her Better Patch Notes

The flawless Damaris attacked before real Damaris finished raising her flail.

The restored spear crossed the mill in a white line, but Trevor caught it on his upper wings, lost five HP and twelve Stamina, and hit the axle hard enough to bounce the loot chest into Petra's ankles.

“Fake girlfriend has reach,” Petra said.

“Real girlfriend has a flail,” Damaris answered.

Her chain wrapped the spear shaft and pulled the copy within striking range of one armored knee, but the white body folded around the hit like cloth with no bones. It rose behind her with a new class icon above its halo.

SANCTIONED DAWN INQUISITOR — LEVEL 28.

The copy gained Damaris's flail, white-blue field armor, and every trait Heaven had approved before Iron Orchard, while its face stayed gentle because Heaven treated anger as damage.

Nine possible phases opened as patch notes across the mill wall.

DAWN INQUISITOR — anger removed, block window widened.

CHOIR EXECUTIONER — doubt removed, damage doubled.

PENITENT SAINT — desire removed, healing gained.

Six more entries promised cleaner armor, calmer speech, and larger numbers in exchange for pieces of Damaris that Heaven found inconvenient.

The copy cycled through them like a character-preview screen: shield, halo bow, then heavy plate with no joints visible. Each loadout made her taller, smoother, and less like the woman standing beside Trevor.

Damaris examined the glowing list and said, “My current build receives no buffs.”

The System opened a gray line at the bottom.

CURRENT DAMARIS — unsupported version.

“That means overpowered,” Trevor said.

“It means Heaven wants me deleted.”

“Same thing after enough balance patches.”

The copy selected PENITENT SAINT and fired a wave of white healing through the room, closing every wound on Trevor's body for one breath before the spell rolled him back to the person who had received it. Petra ducked behind the axle, Adina hid the mouth key inside a dead command groove, and Naomi pushed her own blue healing against the rollback until both spells burst into harmless feathers.

Damaris walked through the feathers untouched because the class could restore damage but had no saved version of her from before regret.

“Unsupported,” she said, and struck the copy's halo sideways.

The halo bounced across the axle like a dropped ring until Petra kicked it into the stopped teeth, earning a purple EQUIPMENT BREAK banner and forcing the copy back into its first phase.

A tiny loot bag appeared where the halo broke, and Petra opened it with her boot to find one white feather labeled COMPLIANCE COSMETIC — NO STATS. She threw it into the furnace.

“Worst drop yet.”

“Keep killing phases,” Trevor said. “The pity timer owes us something obscene.”

Real Damaris struck first.

Both flails met above the axle, breaking three teeth from the stopped ring while the copy's perfect guard turned Damaris's chain aside without spending Stamina. A second class icon replaced the first before she could recover.

CHOIR EXECUTIONER — LEVEL 31.

White armor closed across the copy's throat and hips. Its flail became a two-handed blade shaped like a final judgment line, and the blade carried all twenty-one Iron Orchard soldiers as blue faces along its edge.

Damaris stopped.

The fake used that beat to cut her across the chest, and although field armor took most of the strike, blood still ran beneath Damaris's gorget as the hit threw her into the cart where three thousand souls watched.

Trevor forced himself upright. “It swaps class whenever you choose the move Heaven predicted.”

“Then stop narrating and help.”

The copy raised the execution blade.

Trevor spent ten MP on Wing Guard and split two wing surfaces across Damaris. The blade struck for enough force to take fifteen HP from him and ten Stamina, yet the guard bought Petra one clear route behind the copy.

Petra drove a wing-repair pin into its lower back.

The pin met no spine, and white script poured from the wound to catch her wrist and assign the class ACCOMPLICE UNDER CORRECTION. Petra let go before the new label closed.

“That thing is all tooltip,” she said.

Adina held the blue mouth key over the spilled script, revealing nine stored class paths inside the copy, each built from a choice Damaris could have made if she had obeyed sooner, questioned less, or accepted memory loss as healing.

“It changes when she disagrees with the current build,” Adina said. “Every refusal opens another sanctioned version.”

Naomi pressed her light against Damaris's wound, and the copy copied that too. A white healer pane opened over its uninjured chest before the unused healing turned into a shield.

Trevor read the boss pattern: the copy did not predict actions but equipped the class that made Heaven's approved answer to each regret look inevitable. Damaris could keep refusing until Heaven reached a version stronger than the whole party.

“Stop fighting what you could have been,” Trevor said.

Damaris blocked the execution blade with her flail haft. “Excellent. I will allow it to kill me.”

“Fight what you actually did.”

The copy froze for half a beat as its class icons flickered.

Damaris drove the flail head into its jaw and backed it toward the furnace. “I ordered the Iron Orchard names recorded.”

The copy became a Dawn Inquisitor and caught the next strike.

“I demanded recovery teams.”

It became a Choir Marshal with a shield wide enough to cover the shaft.

“I struck the officer who countermanded me.”

The shield vanished. White chains wrapped Damaris's arms under a DISCIPLINED PENITENT class and dragged her to both knees.

Heaven had an approved answer for every good act she had already named.

Damaris looked through the chains at twenty-one faces on the execution blade. Rain from Iron Orchard ran across their blue cheeks even inside the dry engine mouth.

“I believed the first burial count,” she said.

The copy missed its class swap.

No approved path opened.

Damaris pulled against the chains until blood ran beneath both bracers. “I saw twenty-one bodies and accepted a count of fourteen because the command post carried a sanctioned seal. I left seven soldiers under the rain while I chased the officer who lied to me.”

The execution blade cracked through the middle as she said, “I regretted that before Heaven cut the memory out. I regret it now because the dead stayed dead while I got promoted.”

Every class icon above the copy turned gray.

Trevor opened Halo Sight and found one empty skill slot where the machine had expected a cleaner lesson. The blank belonged to Damaris because neither Heaven nor Trevor could choose what she did with the regret next.

“There,” he said. “Hit the missing patch.”

Damaris used Judgment Brand for fourteen MP.

PROPOSED ACT: REPLACE DAMARIS PIKE WITH AN APPROVED COPY.

COST-BEARERS: THE DEAD SHE REMEMBERS, THE WOMAN SHE BECAME, EVERY CHOICE THE COPY CANNOT HOLD.

The Brand stayed active.

She spent twelve MP on Spellbreak Strike and drove her flail into the empty class slot. The copy split from halo to waist. Nine sanctioned builds tore loose as white silhouettes, and each one tried to reach the empty component throne behind the furnace.

Naomi trapped two inside blue healer cords. Adina locked three into the mouth key. Petra used the saint-thread as a trip line and sent the last four into the stopped ring, where Trevor met them with Faith's Aegis.

Fifteen Hope hardened all four wings.

He crossed the silhouettes at once, broke their class icons against the ring, and spent no soul behind them to make the shield stronger. The impact left his Hope bar lighter and his body standing.

The real Damaris caught the split copy by its gorget.

Its face still matched hers without scars, anger, or the small line beside her mouth that deepened when Trevor said something filthy during prayer.

“Installation will remove the regret,” it whispered.

Damaris shoved it into the empty furnace. “Then it would remove me.”

White fire took the copy.

Holding nine sanctioned class paths beside Damaris's lived build raised Dissonance by two. Trevor let the conflicting shapes break apart instead of choosing a cleaner version for her.

Six hundred XP entered Trevor for reading the class-swap pattern, holding the broken builds away from the stored souls, and helping Damaris strike a choice the engine could not predict. Two hundred sixty counted toward Level 28's direct-danger requirement.

The furnace burned gold, then blue.

Trevor slid down the ring beside Damaris with forty-two HP, twenty Stamina, and four wings held together by blood, saint-thread, and bad posture. She sat against him without asking, took his hand, and put it over the dent in her armor where the copy had cut her.

“You told me to fight my regret,” she said.

“It was gamer wisdom.”

“It was almost useful.”

“Careful. Praise makes my hair grow.”

“Your hair already reaches your thighs.”

“Then praise makes my tits bigger.”

Naomi tied off the last wing pin behind him. “The System has denied that patch twice.”

Petra leaned over the axle. “I would keep submitting it.”

Damaris laughed once against Trevor's shoulder, rough and surprised, while the burned copy collapsed into a thumb-sized gold shard.

The shard rolled across the deck and stopped at Damaris's boot.

White text opened above it.

RECOVERABLE COMPONENT: DAMARIS PIKE.

CURRENT VERSION: CONTAMINATED BY SELF-JUDGMENT.

NEXT INSTALLATION ATTEMPT: OUTER ENGINE CRADLE.

SYSTEM // Sanctioned copy defeated by one undocumented regret. Heaven's balance team has classified your girlfriend as an exploit.
READOUT // Level 27 — Witness Angel
HP 42/316
MP 74/332
Stamina 20/260
XP gained: 600
Cumulative XP: 20,750
Progress to Level 28: 600/1,450
Direct-danger XP toward Level 28: 260/870
Wing Guard — 10 MP spent
Faith's Aegis — 15 Hope spent
Hope 96/190
Dissonance 26
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 37%
Sanctioned Damaris builds broken: 9
Regrets removed: 0
Gold component shard: active
Outer engine cradle: targeting Damaris Pike
Your winning strat was emotional damage with correct boss timing. Disturbingly healthy. Still counts.


The gold shard opened like an eye and locked onto Damaris's soul.


Chapter 16 — Seven Doors and No Fast Travel

The gold shard fired a chain through Damaris's soul and pulled her into the furnace wall.

Trevor caught her around the waist before her boots left the axle deck. The chain had no links, only white class icons locked edge to edge, and each icon cut deeper whenever he pulled against it.

Halo Sight put Damaris at HP 133/232, MP 50/188, and Stamina 41/175 after the copy fight. The first three icons took sixty-five HP before Trevor wedged all four wings against the furnace frame.

“Installation path opening,” the System said. “This is the bad kind of girlfriend upgrade, and I resent having to clarify.”

The white wall split around Damaris's outline, revealing seven doors behind it.

Each door stood farther inside the same impossible chamber, although Trevor could see all seven frames nested like mirrors, with the outer engine cradle hanging beyond them as a gold cage around a woman-shaped gap.

Adina raised the mouth key, and modifiers appeared over every frame.

DOOR ONE — CLASS MEMORY

DOOR TWO — PARTY LINKS

DOOR THREE — HEALING ROUTES

DOOR FOUR — WING GUARDS

DOOR FIVE — PRIVATE REGRET

DOOR SIX — SOUL SIGNATURE

DOOR SEVEN — FINAL INSTALL

Each door displayed a separate health bar and one glowing lock. No fast-travel anchor appeared inside the chamber. Sanctuary Step listed the banquet hall and the ruined district shrine as valid exits, but neither could reach someone already beyond a sealed frame.

“Seven-phase escort in reverse,” Petra said. “The hostage moves toward the boss.”

Naomi pressed a healing spark against the first threshold. Door Three gained the same amount as a shield.

Petra threw a wing pin into Door One. Door Four copied the throw and launched a white pin back at Trevor, who caught it between two feathers.

Adina tried to hide the key. Door Two marked her retreat as a party link and pulled the frame closer.

The chamber rewarded every obvious assist by strengthening a later phase, and Damaris studied the seven locks while the chain tightened through her. “It wants everyone to rescue me the way they always do. One healer. One route finder. One shield. One commander.”

Trevor looked at the empty command slot above her name. “Then we ruin the expected party comp.”

“You begin by not commanding me.”

“I dislike the opening mechanic.”

“The boss did not ask whether you liked it.”

The System gave her a bright blue CORRECT marker. Trevor found this betrayal deeply personal.

Damaris drove her flail head through the first door before the chain pulled her across its line. White metal bent, then healed around the weapon and took it with her.

Trevor kept both arms around her. “We are not doing a capture arc.”

Petra tied saint-thread around his waist and looped the other end through the stopped mill axle. “The dungeon appears committed.”

Naomi caught Damaris's free arm. Adina jammed the blue mouth key between two class icons, while all three thousand six rescued souls crowded the carts behind them and made the chamber shake with uneven light.

The chain copied every connection, sending white icons from Damaris into Trevor, from Trevor into Petra's thread, from Naomi's healing pane into the rescued souls, and from Adina's key toward every engine mouth. The outer cradle had baited one target and found a route into the whole party.

“Cut everything,” Damaris said.

Trevor tightened his grip. “Bad plan.”

“The chain is learning us.”

“Still bad.”

The second door opened and dragged Damaris across the threshold, taking Trevor with her to his shoulders. Cold white force stripped twenty-seven HP from his body and fifteen Stamina from his wings, leaving gold cracks across his ribs and one boot braced against a door that existed on both sides at once.

Petra's thread snapped taut. Naomi's healer pane split. Adina's key began printing a copy of itself toward the cradle.

Damaris looked at every line attached to her and chose before Trevor could turn the mess into another rescue build.

Independent Standard cost twelve MP. She planted the blue-white field inside the second threshold with one plan for herself: CUT MY RELAY. HOLD YOUR OWN SIDE.

The plan gave each woman enough command resistance to keep a private choice while the cradle tried to merge them. Petra cut the saint-thread at her own waist. Naomi broke the healer pane with her elbow. Adina twisted the mouth key until its printed copy shattered.

Trevor opened Grace Relay for fourteen MP because he refused to lose sight of Damaris behind the doors.

Her view struck him from inside the threshold. She saw the same furnace wall from the far side, except the stopped mill turned beneath her like a tiny gear and the party appeared as four blue lights bound to her spine. The cradle stood six doors away with its gold bars open.

“I can carry your view without carrying command,” Trevor said.

The third door opened.

The chain reached through Grace Relay and planted a white owner icon inside Naomi's blue light.

Damaris used Spellbreak Strike for twelve MP on her own stream.

The blow crossed their shared sight. Trevor's vision flashed blue, his halo split along the new scratches, and Grace Relay broke from Damaris's end before the owner icon closed around Naomi.

Holding herself across the second threshold had already cost Damaris eighteen Stamina. Her boots left two trenches in the white floor before the broken relay took the party's weight off her back.

Silence replaced her view while Trevor remained wrapped around her waist, yet the door now divided their bodies across two places. His arms held warm armor and wet braid on the mill side; beyond the threshold, Damaris stood alone with white chain through her chest and no party light behind her.

The engine had learned geometry from a liar.

“Let me go,” she said through the narrowing gap.

“No.”

“You cannot guard four people if every surface stays on me.”

The fourth door began to close through Trevor's forearms.

Wing Guard cost ten MP. He spread his four wing surfaces across Damaris, Naomi, Petra, and Adina because the capture chain now attacked every severed link at once. The old skill tried to stack all four guards on one body. Trevor forced each surface toward a different woman and felt the unavailable pattern tear through his back.

FOURFOLD GUARD I — LOCKED UNTIL LEVEL 28.

The tooltip hovered beside the closing door like a shop window during a house fire.

“I need eight hundred fifty XP,” Trevor said.

Petra ducked a white chain and drove both daggers into the second threshold. “Have you tried killing the door?”

“Finally, useful emotional support.”

He released Damaris with one arm, caught the fourth door by its inner edge, and pulled against the engine's closing force. Naomi fed blue light into the cracks along his ribs without opening a full link. Adina used the original mouth key to mark the hinge as a boss part, while Petra climbed the frame and found seven small health bars hidden beneath the gold trim.

The reader inside Trevor's old gamer brain screamed the answer before the System did.

Nested boss. Shared HP pool. Break the weakest phase while standing in the strongest.

The first door had healed Damaris's flail damage, but its health bar remained twelve points lower than the rest. Trevor used Burden Share for ten MP with Damaris, declared one quarter of the next wound, and let the chain believe the link had reopened.

The cradle attacked through it.

Damaris accepted the share from beyond the fourth door, then drove her trapped flail into the first door from the inside. Petra struck the same old dent from the mill side. Adina bent the damage marker through the blue key, and Trevor took the closing edge across all four wings.

The first door's health bar reached zero.

All seven frames lost the same missing chunk.

Eight hundred fifty XP entered Trevor for surviving direct engine capture, keeping the cradle out of three party links, and breaking one nested door from both sides. Six hundred ten counted toward Level 28's direct-danger requirement.

Level 28 raised Agility, Focus, and Will by one. Maximum Stamina rose five, maximum MP rose six, and both current bars rose by the same amount. One Skill Point opened Fourfold Guard I beside two attack skills that would have been much more fun in any other room.

Trevor bought the guard.

Fourfold Guard I settled into the torn pattern across his back. The skill cost twelve MP per interception and could split the four wing surfaces across two bodies, which meant the Chapter 17 upgrade menu had already become a personal insult.

The fourth door shut.

Trevor's arms closed around empty air.

Hope rose by fourteen because Damaris's cut relay had kept Naomi, Petra, and Adina outside the cradle. Dissonance climbed by six through the broken shared view. His class had gained a better guard at the exact moment it lost the woman who had forced him to need one.

Beyond Halo Sight, Damaris earned Level 17 for breaking her own rescue link under attack and damaging the nested door from inside. Vitality and Agility rose by one. Her maximum HP reached 242, maximum Stamina reached 180, and the level increase raised both current bars with it.

The fifth door closed around her at HP 32/242.

The sixth took another twelve HP.

Damaris reached the seventh at HP 8/242, MP 26/188, and Stamina 28/180. She lifted her flail toward the gold cradle before the last frame blocked Trevor's sight.

SYSTEM // Level 28 reached during involuntary party separation. New guard skill acquired six seconds after it would have solved everything. Classic progression timing.
READOUT // Level 28 — Witness Angel
HP 15/316
MP 46/338
Stamina 10/265
XP gained: 850
Cumulative XP: 21,600
Progress to Level 29: 0/1,500
Direct-danger XP for Level 28: 870/870
Attributes // Might 15 | Vitality 27 | Agility 24 | Focus 23 | Will 26 | Grace 30
Fourfold Guard I purchased — 12 MP per interception; four wing surfaces may split across two bodies.
Hope 110/190
Dissonance 32
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 41%
DAMARIS // Level 17 — Dawn Inquisitor
HP 8/242
MP 26/188
Stamina 28/180
Attributes // Might 20 | Vitality 20 | Agility 13 | Focus 13 | Will 22 | Grace 15
Outer engine doors breached: 1/7
Party links captured: 0
Damaris location: outer engine cradle
You unlocked better protection by failing to protect your girlfriend. The build is progressing; your evening is not.


The seventh door sealed, and Damaris's HP vanished from Halo Sight.


Chapter 17 — Split the Party on Purpose

Seven doors unfolded around the dead mill after Damaris vanished behind the last one, and the mill changed into a queue lobby around them. Seven colored circles appeared on the axle deck, but every party portrait tried to stack in Trevor's gold circle and flashed red.

INVALID FORMATION // PURPOSES TOO CLOSE TOGETHER.

The System dragged the portraits apart, assigned each a different door icon, and stopped them from standing inside each other. White frames ringed the axle deck at equal spaces, and every door showed the same gold cradle from a different angle. Damaris hung inside it with her head down and her flail caught between two bars.

Door One showed her left side. Door Two showed her from above. Door Three showed only the trapped flail. Door Four looked through her open class pane. Door Five showed the cage bars as enemies. Door Six showed the rescued souls caught beneath it. Door Seven showed Damaris's own sight, dark and tilted.

Seven views offered seven tasks around one woman at the center, though her HP remained hidden.

The System put one warning above the ring.

PARTY ENTRY LIMIT: ONE LINKED PURPOSE PER DOOR.

“It wants us alone,” Naomi said, while Adina answered, “It wants one plan per person.”

Trevor tried the nearest handle, but white force threw him backward. Even with Damaris's relay cut, his class carried four women inside its party marks.

The door counted four linked purposes inside Trevor: Naomi's healer target, Petra's route mark, Adina's rule note, and Damaris's closed relay.

ENTRY REJECTED // PURPOSE COUNT 4/1

He tried dropping the party, and the System opened four warning prompts at once. Trevor canceled before Petra could see which confirmation button he had almost pressed.

Petra caught him before his halo reached the teeth. “Congratulations. Too much girlfriend.”

“The worst possible debuff,” Trevor said.

Naomi used the last charge in her healer seal and restored thirty-five HP through the cracks in his ribs. She made him drink the rest of the focus draught from Chapter 14, returning fifty MP. Then she tied bitter root beneath his tongue for thirty Stamina.

“That is everything I can give before we find the cradle,” she said, and Trevor looked from her empty seal to the doors. “Then pick a lane with loot.”

Petra chose the door whose handle moved whenever she looked away, and Naomi chose the one leaking blue light from beneath its frame. Adina took the door written in seven versions of the same command. Trevor stood before a slab with a health bar instead of a handle.

Each door displayed a role test. Petra's read REACH WHAT MOVES WHEN UNWATCHED; Naomi's read HEAL THE WOUND WITHOUT OWNING ITS BODY; Adina's read BREAK THE ORDER WITHOUT REPLACING IT; and Trevor's slab read DEFEAT YOUR CLEANEST BUILD.

None had a recommended party score, which made Trevor scowl. “Cheap dungeon. It did not even provide matchmaking.”

Two doors remained for the 3,006 rescued souls crowding the carts and casting separate light across both. One opened for those who wanted their bodies carried out. The other opened for those staying near the mill until they learned what the cathedral had taken.

Nobody merged the groups, and the seventh door remained Damaris's.

Trevor spread his wings. “On three.” Petra opened hers on one, and the ring pulled everyone through.

Trevor entered a white corridor alone with one HP bar at the far end. His party marks had vanished, and every voice stayed muted except the System near his left ear.

“Solo queue, baby. Try not to blame the healer.”

The corridor spawned four copies of Trevor from class-selection windows arranged like mirrors. Each carried the same petite body, long blonde hair, gold eyes, and soft face, with all their differences crammed into gear and hotbar.

The tank wore too much armor to move, while the relay build had no weapon or private thought. The shield build glowed with unused Hope, and the damage build wore almost nothing but attack icons and a smug expression.

Each wore his Level 20 face and body, but the builds split his party role into pure forms. One carried nothing but Faith's Aegis. One held Grace Relay across a dozen blank faces. One wore wing armor thick enough to fill the hall. The last had no defense and two bright attack skills Trevor had refused at earlier levels.

The glass-cannon copy smiled with his soft lips. “You keep choosing women over damage.”

“The women are the damage.”

“Then why are you alone?” The question hit before the skill did.

All four copies attacked together. The Aegis copy cast a full dome around the shared bar, and the relay copy opened twelve views to drown Trevor in them. The armor copy charged down the center. Behind it, the cannon formed a white spear with a damage preview larger than Trevor's remaining HP.

Four boss roles had entered one corridor with no aggro table. Trevor read the shared health bar: each copy owned twenty-five percent, yet healing one raised the total while hurting another lowered it. The corridor wanted him to prove one build deserved the whole class.

Four choice buttons opened beneath the shared bar.

KEEP SHIELD // DELETE OTHER BUILDS.

KEEP RELAY // DELETE OTHER BUILDS.

KEEP ARMOR // DELETE OTHER BUILDS.

KEEP DAMAGE // DELETE OTHER BUILDS.

Trevor kicked the entire menu behind him and refused every button.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP. Trevor split two wing surfaces across the Aegis copy and two across the glass cannon just before their attacks crossed. The cannon's white spear hit the shield build while reflected grace blasted the cannon through the wall.

Both copies lost HP from one interception, dropping the shared bar by twenty-two percent. The corridor complained that Trevor had used two builds in one answer.

INVALID PHILOSOPHY // DAMAGE SHOULD HAVE ONE SOURCE.

“Sounds like a skill issue.”

The relay copy opened twelve blank streams and flooded Trevor with views from the other doors. Petra ran upside down beneath a floor made from handles. Naomi fought a blue wound that kept swapping bodies, and Adina stood inside a sentence whose words attacked whenever she read them in order.

Each stream tried to auto-center Trevor as caller. Door rules changed from PETRA CHOOSES ROUTE to TREVOR ASSIGNS ROUTE; Naomi's wound pane changed from patient-first to healer-first; and Adina's sentence put his name into every verb.

Trevor closed those versions before they could overwrite the real rooms. He could seize every view and turn them into one plan, but he closed eleven streams instead.

Petra kept one branch because she yanked it open from her side. “Need a route?” Her corridor had no stable floor, and handles became footholds only while she looked away from them. She ran backward, using Trevor's open branch as a mirror so her eyes could remain off the next grip.

“I need you to blink on three,” she said.

“Why?”

“Handle hates witnesses.”

Trevor blinked on two, but Petra caught it anyway and called him several educational names.

“Need you to stop flirting during my solo boss.”

“So yes,” Trevor said.

Her view showed the corridor's real hinge beneath Trevor's own left heel. He stamped it, and every copy lost balance when the floor rotated ninety degrees. The hinge existed in all seven rooms but faced a different down in each. Petra's route mark let Trevor see only his version without pulling her path into his.

The armor copy filled the new lower wall. Trevor spent another twelve MP on Fourfold Guard, put two surfaces around himself, and sent the other two around the relay copy. The armor hit both guards, bounced between them, and crushed its own class icon.

The two interceptions and rotating fall cost Trevor thirty-two HP and thirty-two Stamina. He landed at HP 18/316 with enough gold cracks across his chest to shine through the torn cloth.

The final relay copy offered him every party view again. “Choose one command,” it said.

Twelve streams became twelve buttons: MOVE PETRA; HEAL NAOMI; CORRECT ADINA; MERGE SOUL GROUPS. Every button promised an easier clear while the room's timer reached five seconds.

Trevor looked through Petra's open branch. She had reached her handle, and Naomi had pinned the moving wound inside her own empty seal. Adina had scrambled the sentence into a filthy joke about holy entry slots. Both soul groups pushed their own doors from opposite choices.

None of them needed his command.

Naomi let the wound jump into her empty seal, then closed the seal around it with no patient attached. Adina read her sentence backward and turned RETURN into NRUTER, which the door accepted as a small angry demon. The two soul groups pressed their separate frames at the same time and made the ring count both.

Four clear sounds reached Trevor through the one stream Petra had chosen to keep, and he punched the relay copy through the mouth. The shared health bar reached zero.

All seven doors opened onto the same chamber, but no entrance aligned. Petra's treated the ceiling as ground, while Naomi's opened sideways. Adina's sentence became a ladder with words for rungs. The two soul doors entered through opposite floors, and Trevor's slab became a narrow boss platform.

Door Seven remained beneath Damaris while the chamber tried to resolve seven versions of gravity at once.

Petra fell upward toward a ceiling blade, and Naomi slid sideways into the blue wound she had pinned. Adina's sentence ladder became a falling paragraph. The two soul groups dropped through each other toward opposite floors.

Trevor's platform remained level only because the solo boss treated his view as center, so he refused that advantage too.

Fourfold Guard stayed on cooldown from the corridor. Trevor had eight Stamina, eighteen HP, and one party branch still open by Petra's choice.

“Route the platform,” he shouted.

Petra threw one knife into Trevor's floor and another into her ceiling. Both surfaces became part of one route without deciding which counted as down.

Naomi released the blue wound into the space between marks, where it became an enemy target instead of a patient and stopped dragging her sideways.

Adina tore the word CENTER from her sentence, the chamber lost Trevor as its favored axis, and both soul groups pushed their doors again from opposite sides. Seven gravity arrows broke into free movement.

Everyone fell toward the cradle because that was where they chose to go. Trevor caught Petra with one wing, Naomi with another, and Adina across both arms while the soul groups entered as two separate lights around them.

The cradle accepted the convergence and finally revealed Damaris's bar: six HP, one engine tick from death if they bungled the next room.

CRADLE DRAIN // 2 HP PER FAILED PHASE.

Trevor looked at the six-HP bar and stopped smiling, because three mistakes remained between Damaris and zero.

The next door opened before anyone could breathe, revealing a floor full of teeth and a boss-ready pulse above it.

SYSTEM // Party split completed without merging purposes, panic-pinging the healer, or blaming matchmaking. Suspiciously strong co-op behavior.
READOUT // Level 28 — Witness Angel
HP 18/316
MP 72/338
Stamina 8/265
XP gained: 420
Cumulative XP: 22,020
Progress to Level 29: 420/1,500
Direct-danger XP toward Level 29: 180/920
Fourfold Guard I — 24 MP spent across 2 interceptions
Hope 122/190
Dissonance 33
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 42%
Doors opened: 7/7
Party purposes merged: 0
Damaris // Level 17 | HP 6/242 | MP 26/188 | Stamina 28/180
Outer cradle: reached
You split the party and improved communication. Every dungeon guide is furious.


The cradle rotated, and all seven versions of down pointed toward Damaris.


Chapter 18 — I Refused the People-Flavored Health Potions

All seven versions of down threw Trevor at Damaris. He fell sideways through Petra, rose past Naomi, and crossed Adina feetfirst while two crowds of rescued souls streamed around him in blue ribbons. At the chamber's center, the outer cradle turned gold bars through each other without touching, and every rotation shaved another pale spark from Damaris's body.

Her HP dropped from six to five as Trevor hit a bar with both boots, but the cradle treated his weight as a suggestion and kept spinning.

“Five hit points,” Petra shouted from a ceiling that had decided she belonged upside down. “That is not a lot of hit points.”

“I know how numbers work.”

“You dated four women at once. The scoreboard is mixed.”

Damaris lifted her head, one eye swollen shut while the other found Trevor through three crossing bars.

“Do not break the blue vessels,” she said.

The System marked 3,006 glass bulbs around the cradle, each holding one rescued soul and one green resource icon.

The bulbs arranged themselves into potion rows: red icons promised HP, blue promised MP, and yellow promised Stamina. Each soul could become only one resource, and the cradle had already sorted them by highest yield.

The baker from the mill showed 100 HP, and the cooper showed 90 MP. The soul who wanted the grave-rail exit showed FULL STAMINA, with every name printed in tiny gray text beneath the bright numbers.

EMERGENCY RESTORE AVAILABLE.

CONSUME 300 STORED UNITS?

EXPECTED PARTY RECOVERY: 100%.

A preview filled every bar, repaired Trevor's wings, and put Damaris at full HP outside the cage. Consuming the witnesses also counted as accepting the successor role, so the boss bar dropped its enraged modifier.

It was the easiest route on every bar, and Trevor slapped NO before the choice could blink.

The preview froze on Damaris standing safely beside him while three thousand six name fields went blank, and Trevor closed it.

The System sighed in his ear. “Fine. Refuse the free raid food. Your healer has a dry seal, your tank has five HP, and you have the defensive profile of decorative lace.”

“Decorative lace with four wings.”

“Four damaged wings.” The beauty tracker opened beside the HP warning.

CURRENT FACE // STILL IMMACULATE ENOUGH TO DIE PRETTY.

“See? Viable build.”

The cradle spawned its boss bar.

OUTER CRADLE // SUCCESSOR FITTING DEVICE

Seven gold arms unfolded behind Damaris; six reached for Trevor, and the last sank a needle into the place where her soul met her class.

Each of the six carried one role tag: TANK, HEALER, ROGUE, RUNECASTER, WITNESSES, and OWNER. The cradle was not attacking bodies; it was removing every reason Damaris belonged outside the cage.

The owner arm found no valid tag on Trevor and changed to FOUNDER CANDIDATE. Naomi kicked away from her wall and crossed the chamber on a blue tether. Her empty healer seal flashed against the needle; it could not restore HP, but it made the damage number visible.

The needle had no attack animation; a white section simply vanished from Damaris's outline every three seconds. Naomi's seal converted the missing shape into a red tick the party could finally read.

SOUL CONTINUITY LOSS: 20 HP PER TICK.

“Next tick kills her,” Naomi said.

Trevor opened Burden Share, but the skill searched cuts, burns, impacts, poison, fall damage, and curse wounds without finding one. Damaris's body had taken no damage yet because the engine was deleting the line that said the body continued.

The skill rejected the cradle damage.

NO WOUND DETECTED.

“That is extremely a wound.”

“It has no blade, flame, fist, tooth, falling object, or embarrassing furniture accident,” the System said. “The skill has standards.”

The gold arms stabbed together. Tank aimed at Trevor's chest, Healer chose Naomi's empty seal, and Rogue tracked Petra across the moving wall. Runecaster tried to erase the text on Adina's sleeves, while Witnesses split into 3,006 tiny spear tips aimed at the blue vessels.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard, closing two wing surfaces around Damaris and two around Naomi. The six arms struck feathers hard enough to fill the room with white fragments, and the interception stopped the first tick but not the needle already inside Damaris.

Fourfold Guard blocked the six attacks because they had vectors, while the seventh effect remained inside its target with no path to intercept.

The System displayed the distinction in two colors.

EXTERNAL ATTACKS // BLOCKED 6/6

CONTINUITY DELETE // STILL ARMED

Petra ran along a wall toward the chamber's moving hinge while Adina dropped through open air with all seven door rules written across her sleeves.

“The needle isn't attacking her body,” Adina said. “It's uninstalling her.”

Trevor caught one gold arm and let it drag him around the cradle. His Stamina fell from eight to six and then four while his boots carved sparks from empty air.

“Then install me in the same slot.”

“That sentence has caused disasters in every genre.”

“Do it.”

Adina looked at Trevor's five HP and Damaris's five. “If the room treats you as one source, it may delete both.”

“Then make it bad at counting.”

“That is not a spell school.”

“You have blue chalk. Lie with confidence.”

Adina slapped both palms against the spinning bars, and white text jumped from her sleeves to Trevor's chest.

SHARED SOURCE SPACE CREATED: 8 SECONDS.

The text joined no souls; it created one temporary red damage frame around two separate bodies, where Trevor and Damaris kept distinct names, bars, classes, and thoughts.

The cradle attacked the frame, and its next rotation pulled Trevor through the gold bars instead of throwing him away. His shoulder struck Damaris's, and their HP bars appeared beneath one deletion icon.

Burden Share lit, and the System sounded delighted despite itself. “Oh, that is filthy. You gave soul deletion a hitbox.”

The skill accepted ten MP while Trevor hooked one arm around Damaris's waist, pressed his forehead to hers, and claimed one quarter of the next wound.

“Still a bad plan,” she whispered.

“Good. You can complain outside.” The second tick arrived.

Fourfold Guard took twelve more MP and shattered three of the four wing surfaces. The last guard cut the twenty-point deletion down to five, then Burden Share pulled one point into Trevor and left four in Damaris.

Her HP stopped at one, while Trevor's dropped to five after the cradle crushed twelve more through his shoulder, ribs, and wing roots. His Stamina reached two, and gold cracks ran from his collarbone to the curve of his halo.

The System opened a refinement choice while everything tried to kill them.

BURDEN SHARE I REFINEMENT AVAILABLE.

SOURCE-SPACE INTERCEPT // Nonphysical HP-loss effects become valid wounds while Trevor occupies the same damage space.

Cost remains 10 MP. Range after opening: 20 yards. One effect per use.

Trevor bought it with the same hand holding Damaris.

“New rule,” he told the cradle. “If the bullshit hits my girlfriend, it gets to hit me too.”

Damaris smiled with blood on her teeth. “A fine oath.” She spent twelve MP and ten Stamina on Spellbreak Strike, then drove the head of her flail into the needle. The weapon did not break the gold; it broke the word FITTING from the boss name.

OUTER CRADLE // SUCCESSOR DEVICE

Petra reached the chamber hinge and plunged both knives into the gap, while Naomi wrapped blue thread around the loosened needle. Adina seized the broken word and shoved it into the nearest door rule.

Petra's hinge controlled rotation rather than health, and she turned the cradle backward one tooth. Naomi's thread kept the needle from following while Adina changed Door Three from FITTING REQUIRED to MISSING FITTING.

The boss lost its class bonus and permission to fit Damaris into anything.

Its nameplate flickered from SUCCESSOR DEVICE to DEVICE, and the seven arms lost their role tags before attacking the nearest targets.

Main-character aggro chose Trevor, and all seven arms turned toward him.

“There he is,” the System purred. “Main-character aggro at last.”

Trevor ripped the needle out of Damaris's soul with both hands while Petra kicked the hinge and Naomi pulled the blue thread. Adina changed SUCCESSOR to MISSING SUCCESSOR, and both groups of rescued souls pushed from separate sides without entering the green vessels.

The needle had no weight and still resisted like an anchor. Trevor's refined Burden Share kept the deletion inside a valid frame while Petra reversed the gear. Naomi turned the visible damage number into a handle, and Adina broke the last noun giving the device a target.

Two separate soul groups pushed the witness bulbs outward, and the cradle could not count them as consumables while they acted as players.

The cradle came apart in seven directions, with each door taking back one part: arm, needle, hinge, bar, fitting pane, resource menu, and empty owner slot. No loot dropped because the boss was still part of the larger engine.

Trevor took Damaris before gravity remembered itself. She weighed almost nothing against his ruined arms, and her flail dragged across the tilting floor to make a bright line behind them.

Her one-HP bar flashed with every jolt, so Trevor angled his wings to make his own body strike first whenever the white throat folded.

“Put me down,” she said.

“At one HP?”

“You have five.”

“I have protagonist hair.”

“That is not damage reduction,” Damaris said.

The engine floor opened beneath the party as seven down arrows merged into one red plunge. Far below, a new boss bar began loading one segment at a time.

Trevor jumped anyway. Petra caught his left wing, Naomi caught his belt, and Adina caught Damaris's flail chain. The rescued souls poured around all five of them as the impossible chamber folded into a white throat.

XP struck halfway through the fall. Vitality pushed Trevor's maximum HP from 316 to 326 and gave him ten current HP with it, while Might hardened his grip. Will hit the engine's pull like another locked hand around Damaris.

He landed at HP 15 with her still in his arms as Level 29 light moved through him. Vitality brightened the pearl glow beneath bruised skin, and Might steadied his grip without adding bulk to the slender body. Will locked his gold eyes on Damaris while the white throat tried to make every direction down.

His face refined by one small permanent step. Lashes darkened at their tips, the soft mouth holding back pain gained a cleaner curve, and blonde hair lifted around them with its black streaks visible through the engine light.

Damaris opened her good eye.

“You got prettier while carrying me out.”

“Level reward.”

“Put me down before the next one gives you a princess crown.”

“You are at one HP.”

“And still heavier than your judgment.”

Trevor tightened his arms instead. Petra landed beside them and kept one knife in the throat wall while Naomi braced Damaris's flail. Adina wrote FLOOR beneath the group and added three question marks.

The 3,006 blue souls streamed past while every vessel survived above them.

SYSTEM // Level 29 reached. You declined 3,006 people-flavored health potions and solved soul deletion by giving it a hitbox. The build forum will be unbearable by sunrise.
LEVEL // 29 — Witness Angel
Class // Oath of Open Grace Paladin
ATTRIBUTES
Might 16 (+1)
Vitality 28 (+1)
Agility 24
Focus 23
Will 27 (+1)
Grace 30
RESOURCES
HP 15/326
MP 38/338
Stamina 2/265
XP gained: 1,080
Cumulative XP: 23,100
Progress to Level 30: 0/1,550
Direct-danger XP gained: 740
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 7,280/18,900
Burden Share I refined // Source-Space Intercept
Nonphysical HP-loss effects become valid wounds while Trevor occupies the same damage space.
Cost: 10 MP | Range after opening: 20 yards | Limit: 1 effect per use
Hope 135/190
Dissonance 35
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 43%
Damaris // Level 17 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 1/242 | MP 14/188 | Stamina 18/180
Stored units consumed: 0/3,006
Party members rescued: 1 extremely judgmental tank
Carry your girlfriend out of the boss room. The floor is becoming a throat.


The white throat flexed around them while, far below, a health bar longer than the city opened one red segment at a time.

SOVEREIGN CORE // LEVEL 40

The voice that came from it used Trevor's own sweet mouth and none of his jokes. Four incomplete wing shadows opened behind the copied face, and the health bar continued loading after the room ran out of sky.

Trevor held Damaris tighter. “Missing successor found.”

The deeper boss locked aggro on both of them, confirmed twice.


Chapter 19 — The Dungeon Charged a Girlfriend Tax

The sovereign core inhaled, tightening every corridor between it and the city at once.

The white throat threw Trevor's party into a chamber shaped like a pair of lungs, where bellows the size of houses folded around them. Gold ladders flexed like ribs, and each breath dragged the party backward toward the Level 40 health bar below.

Trevor hit the floor on one knee with Damaris still in his arms, her HP stuck at one and his Stamina at two.

“This dungeon has a weird amount of meat in it,” he said.

Petra drew both knives and said, “You are being swallowed by a cathedral.”

“Churchussy.”

Adina closed her eyes and said, “I regret teaching you suffixes.”

The System painted a three-arrow route preview from the lung to the outer wall. The first ended in a skull, the second in two skulls and a treasure chest, and the third drew a cheerful little bridge over a blank space before erasing it while Trevor watched.

“Any route without a skull?” he asked, and the System replied, “Yes. Stay here and become mucus.”

“I hate this dungeon,” Trevor said, and the System replied, “Your review has been forwarded directly into the void.”

The witnesses streamed after the party as blue sparks with faces inside them. They were not summons and carried no green party outlines, shared HP bars, or command pips, but the cathedral still noticed them. Thin gold targeting lines crawled from the walls toward every soul Trevor had pulled free.

Naomi saw the lines first. “It is trying to put them back.” Trevor answered, “Then we move before it finishes selecting.”

Trevor rose with Damaris against his chest, his shaking arms and her ruined armor biting into his palms. He shifted her weight without setting her down and pointed Petra toward the highest rib.

“Scout the ugly arrow.”

“They are all ugly,” Petra said.

“The one lying hardest,” Trevor said.

Petra grinned and ran straight up the folding wall as the first bellows collapsed.

Naomi planted her empty seal against the floor, spreading blue light beneath the party to catch the pressure wave without healing it. Petra jammed one knife into the nearest rib-ladder while Adina tore a verb from the air and pinned EXHALE beneath her heel.

Trevor used fourteen MP on Grace Relay, opening a view through one of the rescued souls still streaming behind them. He had been a bell ringer before the engine stripped his name, and from inside that blue witness, Trevor saw a door on the far lung wall that none of the living could see.

Green text floated above it.

SHORTCUT COST: ABANDON CARRIED PARTY MEMBER.

Trevor showed the view to everyone.

“Rude,” Petra said, while Damaris coughed against his shoulder. “Put me down and use it.”

“No.”

“The boss is forty.”

“And the door is a scam.”

The cathedral inhaled again, and choir revenants poured from the rib gaps with white swords and blank faces. They ignored Trevor and reached for Damaris because the corridor had marked her as unpaid fare.

Petra took the first one's knees, Naomi drove her blue seal through the second's mouth, and Adina changed CARRIED to CHASED. The shortcut door snapped open behind the revenants instead.

Every dead sword turned toward its own doorway, breaking the lie in the route preview. The bridge arrow flashed red and became a circular path leading into a stomach icon.

“Treasure chest route was the stomach,” Trevor said.

“It contained treasure,” the System replied. “Previously swallowed treasure; details matter.”

Petra dropped from the rib with a fist-sized gold gear in one hand, and a green label followed it through the air.

CHOIR VALVE KEY // QUEST ITEM // CANNOT SELL WHILE INSIDE OWNER.

“Found this in a throat,” she said, and Trevor answered, “Put it somewhere clean.”

She shoved it through the tear in his sleeve.

“I meant your inventory.”

“Mine is full,” Petra said.

Naomi laughed once despite the crushing room, startling a blue witness into remembering her own laugh. The woman had worn red ribbons and sold roasted nuts outside the eastern transept; her face brightened inside the soul-flame, distinct from every other light.

The cathedral's targeting line snapped onto her, but Trevor turned his body between it and the witness. The line struck his four-wing guard and scattered into harmless gold squares.

“No putting anyone back,” he said.

The other witnesses gathered behind his wings without merging, their route lines overlapping in his sight until the chamber looked webbed in gold.

“Hidden cost revealed,” the System said. “Player declined. Please enjoy the longer route and its complimentary murder.”

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard, closing two wing surfaces around Damaris while the other two caught Petra when the lung folded and turned her wall into a floor. White blades struck gold-edged feathers, taking eight HP from Trevor and dropping his Stamina to zero when he stayed upright through the crush.

He left the lung at HP seven and entered a heart with four exits.

Each door pulsed on a different beat: one led up toward the city, one curved sideways through the engine, and two returned to the sovereign core wearing fake quest arrows.

The rescued souls showed different prices. The carpenter saw PAY 40 YEARS OF MEMORY over the first, a mother saw PAY FIRST CHILD'S NAME over the second, and the bell ringer saw no price over the third because it had already taken everything from him.

Trevor jumped the relay view from the bell ringer to the mother for six more MP. Both witnesses remained separate, and their two prices appeared in the room together.

More followed without entering Trevor's party marks, each blue soul looking through its own stolen history until every hidden cost became visible to every living person in the heart.

Two points of Dissonance fell away because the witness views stayed separate instead of fighting for one mouth.

The four doors attacked their choices before the party could make one.

The memory door showed Trevor a fake victory screen where he stood at Level 40 beneath a perfect halo while a city cheered a name he could no longer recall. Soft white static filled the name slot, and Damaris lived beside him, but her face triggered no feeling at all.

The first-child door showed a nursery with every cradle label scraped blank, while the party-slot door erased Petra from the formation preview. Her green outline vanished, leaving three knives floating where the game had decided no person stood.

Petra stabbed the image of her own missing face. “That one.”

“Because it insulted you?” Trevor asked, and Petra answered, “Because the hitbox is honest.”

She was right: the fake quest arrow concealed its trap but not its collision box. Trevor passed the carpenter's view to Adina, whose stolen-memory angle showed a new wooden doorframe fitted over old stone. Adina ripped the false PARTY label loose while Petra wedged both knives into the seam beneath it.

Naomi counted the heartbeats aloud, and on the fourth, every valve opened for less than a second.

Petra kicked while Adina pulled, tearing the false frame away in one slab and exposing a hidden throat full of spinning prayer wheels.

No price appeared above it.

“Free route,” Trevor said.

The System made a doubtful noise. “Free-ish.”

The first wheel spat a Level 31 elite into the opening.

CATHEDRAL TAXMAN // HP 880/880

It wore six soul baskets and carried a spear made from linked claim spikes.

“There it is,” Petra said. “The ish.”

Trevor had no spare HP to trade, so Petra took aggro by throwing the valve key into one basket. The Taxman shrieked UNDECLARED ASSET and lunged after her; she ducked through the first wheel, rolled across the second, and let its own spear jam both mechanisms.

Damaris lifted her head from Naomi's arms. “Left knee.” Naomi drove the empty seal into that knee while Adina changed COLLECT on the nearest basket to EJECT.

The elite dumped a storm of teeth, rings, buttons, bent coins, and stolen quest items across the throat. Its HP bar stayed full, but its feet vanished beneath its own loot.

Trevor's party ran over the hoard while the Taxman slipped, hit the prayer wheel, and disappeared into the fake party-slot door behind them. The door charged it one elite slot.

“Environmental kill,” the System said. “No XP, but hilarious.” Trevor answered, “Worth it.”

The System opened a black preview window.

FUTURE SKILL SYNERGY DETECTED: OPEN SCRIPTURE I.

UNLOCKED: NO.

Stop licking the display case. Level 32 means Level 32.

“I wasn't licking it,” Trevor said, but Petra glanced at his mouth. “You thought about it.”

The heart attacked before he could answer, slamming gold valves from four sides. Trevor had six MP left, not enough for another guard, so he put Damaris into Naomi's arms and caught one valve with both hands. Might sixteen did not make cathedral anatomy polite.

Petra routed the second valve into the first, Adina jammed a stolen fake arrow beneath the third, and Naomi carried Damaris through the opening while the rescued witnesses shouted four different safe beats.

Trevor listened to all of them. Not one voice had the whole pattern, but together their disagreements formed the gap.

He let the first valve pass his eyelashes, ducked the second, and stepped across the third. Then he threw himself beneath the fourth before the heart could charge another pulse.

The party entered a long gold intestine lined with stained-glass saints.

“I take back the churchussy joke,” Trevor said. “It got worse.” The System whispered, “Coward.”

Behind them, the sovereign core forced its face through the heart wall. A thousand closed eyes opened across its cheeks, each pupil containing Trevor at a different level all the way to forty.

“Successor,” it said through the organ pipes. “Return your witnesses. Accept installation.”

“Show loot table.”

“Accept installation.”

“Bad loot table,” Trevor said.

The corridor kinked hard enough to throw everyone toward a grinding gold ring, and Trevor spent his last six MP keeping Grace Relay open for three more minutes. The rescued witnesses saw hooks hidden between the stained-glass saints, their warnings crossing the party in a noisy storm.

The nut seller warned of hooks that grabbed cloth, the carpenter saw which saints had hollow frames, and a retired raider recognized the grinding ring's wind-up flash. “Three ticks, then teeth!”

No single warning made a path, so Trevor kept all three Grace Relay windows open in the corners of his sight. Their angles disagreed, but their timing did not.

“Red ribbon, call cloth hooks. Carpenter, call hollow glass. Raider, count the spin.”

The witnesses answered with their own voices, never his.

“One,” called the raider as Petra vaulted a hook.

“Blue saint,” said the carpenter, and Naomi hit the hollow pane shoulder-first to open a crawl gap.

“Sleeve!” cried the nut seller, and Trevor tucked Damaris's torn cloak beneath his forearm an instant before a gold barb snapped shut where it had fluttered.

“Two.” Adina slid through the crawl gap.

“Three!” Everyone dropped, and the grinding ring passed overhead close enough to shear one black streak from Trevor's hair.

The System displayed the strand falling away.

COSMETIC DAMAGE: DEVASTATING.

“Not now,” Trevor said, and the System replied, “There may never be another time.”

Petra climbed the hooks instead of avoiding them, Adina rotated GRIND until the ring reversed, and Naomi slid Damaris beneath one blade before rolling after her with the blue seal braced over both their heads.

Trevor caught the final hook through his torn sleeve, stopping the gold point a finger's width from his ribs.

Hope poured out of him as the corridor demanded payment for every person refusing its shortcuts. Twenty-five points became handholds, warnings, and one extra heartbeat in the turning ring, while the rest remained in his pool, thin but bright.

The party reached the outer organ wall, and beyond it, the cathedral city hung below instead of around them.

The engine had torn its own first mouth free from the terraces. Towers, bridges, and stained-glass roofs spun through open air while the entire cathedral organ fell toward the inhabited streets.

Trevor looked down as the System put a yellow arrow over the city and a red timer above it.

IMPACT IN 00:01:47.

LEVEL 30 EVOLUTION WINDOW: OPENING.

CURRENT SAFE CONDITIONS: ABSOLUTELY NOT.

SYSTEM // Running-fight checkpoint. You exposed three corridor scams, refused the girlfriend tax, and escaped the cathedral's digestive tract with zero MP and zero Stamina. This build is now powered by spite and hair.
READOUT // Level 29 — Witness Angel
HP 7/326
MP 0/338
Stamina 0/265
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 23,750
Progress to Level 30: 650/1,550
Direct-danger XP toward Level 30: 200/920
Hope 110/190
Dissonance 33
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 47%
Damaris // HP 1/242 | MP 14/188 | Stamina 18/180
Stored units consumed: 0/3,006
Hidden corridor costs exposed: 11
Open Scripture I: previewed, not unlocked
Next objective: stop a falling cathedral with no blue bar.


Trevor flexed empty hands around Damaris's weight.

“I have a plan.”

Naomi stared at his zeroed resource bars. “Is it a real plan?”

“It has a landing.”

The organ wall burst, and the whole party fell into daylight.


Chapter 20 — My Face Leveled Up During a Cathedral Crash

Trevor fell out of the cathedral with seven HP, no MP, no Stamina, and Damaris held across both arms. The city waited beneath him, along with the timer.

IMPACT IN 00:01:41.

Petra dropped twenty yards to his left with both knives buried in a loose window frame, Naomi spun above him inside a snarl of blue thread, and Adina fell headfirst through broken command text. Behind them, 3,006 rescued souls streamed from the ruptured organ wall like a second sky.

The first engine mouth followed them down.

It was half cathedral and half fresh wound: towers turned through pumping ribs, gold bridges swung from white muscle, and the seven doorways opened and closed across its underside. Every piece had its own falling speed.

Trevor's wings would not answer with zero Stamina.

“System,” he said into the wind. “Emergency level?”

“Earn nine hundred XP before impact.”

“Can I pay after?”

“This is not a tavern tab.”

The System unfolded an airborne encounter map over the city. Trevor's party appeared as five green dots scattered through a blizzard of red triangles, while the witnesses filled half the map in blue. A yellow circle marked the engine mouth's projected impact zone, then widened as towers tore loose from its sides.

FALLING RAID RULES

Ground contact before boss contact: death.

Boss contact before ground contact: probable death.

Civilian contact: stop doing that.

“Useful,” Trevor said.

“I put death in twice so you would notice.”

A row of bell-wing dragoons jumped from the organ wound, their white lances locking onto the rescued souls instead of the living party. Each witness acquired a red countdown ring.

Petra saw the rings through Trevor's relay, ripped both knives out of the window frame, and kicked away. “They are farming the blue dots.”

“Witnesses, spread. Follow any route that still feels like yours.”

The dead bell ringer dove toward a falling bronze bell, the nut seller banked toward the red market roofs, and the carpenter slipped through a cloud of wooden beams. Thousands of souls chose thousands of lines, breaking the dragoons' clean formation as it tried to retarget all of them.

One witness froze because she had died too recently to remember a direction, and a dragoon folded its bell-wings before aiming at her.

Trevor could not reach her with his body, so he sent the only thing that cost nothing.

“Naomi, blue target over my right shoulder!”

Naomi cut her own snarl of thread, and the freed strand whipped across thirty yards to catch the dragoon's lance and change its angle by a handspan. The white point missed the witness and entered a falling gargoyle instead.

Stone wings closed around the rider, and the pair dropped out of the raid map in a knot.

“No XP,” the System said.

“She lived.”

“She is already dead.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do. It was annoyingly heroic.”

A bell tower passed close enough to strike, so Trevor kicked Damaris's flail head against its stained-glass face. The tower cracked, rotated, and missed a crowded street by sixty yards while direct-danger XP flashed across his sight.

+210 XP.

“Seven hundred short,” the System said. “Have you considered doing something more stupid?”

Trevor looked up at the falling cathedral.

“Always.”

He wrapped Damaris's chain around his waist, left her hanging against his back, and spread four powerless wing surfaces into the air until drag turned his boots toward the engine mouth.

Then he fell upward into it.

Petra screamed his name. Naomi screamed an insult. Adina screamed, “That is not how falling works.”

“It is if the target is falling faster.”

Trevor met a gold buttress at terminal speed as Faith's Aegis formed from Hope instead of MP. Twenty-six points burned through his halo and covered his body in a thin white shell, and the impact broke the buttress, split his remaining wing guard across two loose towers, and punched him into the engine mouth's outer wall.

Six HP vanished, but he stayed conscious at one.

His health bar flashed so hard it painted the inside of his eyelids red.

LOW HP AUDIO WARNING: ENABLED.

A shrill chime rang beside his ear.

“Disable.”

LOW HP AUDIO WARNING: LOUDER.

“I will uninstall you.”

“From inside the falling meat church?”

The organ wall bucked beneath him, sending a white damage pulse along every buttress. Trevor pressed flat, locked Damaris's chain beneath one elbow, and watched cracks sprint from his impact point.

Three loose towers drifted toward the red market, and two blue witnesses entered them before they struck. Trevor caught both borrowed views at once: one from the tower's bell chamber and one from the shattered stairs below.

“Petra! Upper hinge. Naomi! Blue thread through the bell. Adina, turn FALL sideways.”

Petra hit the hinge with both boots, Naomi threaded the bell's clapper, and Adina grabbed the green command word floating over the wreck to twist it ninety degrees.

The tower rolled instead of dropping, and its bell rang once across the sky to shove the other two towers into its wake. All three cleared the market by the width of one rooftop.

No one had cast a clean spell; the party had built one answer from four broken pieces, and Trevor loved raids.

The broken buttress swung away from the city with three falling guards, and the engine lost enough HP to award the rest.

+690 XP.

Level 30 arrived inside his bones, though time did not stop and the falling cathedral remained committed to the bit.

Three evolution options opened across the sky.

HARD TURN II — WINGS // Two chained direction changes and rescue braking.

SECOND SKIN — VESSEL // Cloth contact becomes an Aether-resistant layer.

FAR CHOIR — HALO // Relay reach doubles; close Counterpoint weakens.

Second Skin would make his dresses into armor and save his ribs during every future bad idea. Far Choir could reach an entire district, but the women beside him would lose part of the build that made their disagreements hit harder than orders.

Hard Turn II would let him violate flight paths twice before gravity filed a complaint. Petra was still falling left and Naomi remained tangled above, so the choice was not close.

Trevor selected Hard Turn II.

The choice window shattered into gold feathers as two curved arrows burned across his sight, one nested inside the other. A ghost image of his body attempted the first turn, overshot, and slammed face-first into a tower.

NEW MOVEMENT SKILL TUTORIAL AVAILABLE.

Recommended setting: not this.

“Skip tutorial.”

Tutorial skipped. Pride recorded.

The two arrows remained: one glowed when Petra crossed his left-side reach, and the other shifted toward Naomi. Hard Turn II did not choose the people for him; it showed the lines and waited for him to commit.

Agility entered him first, shifting both wing joints beneath his skin before locking them into new angles with a bright internal snap. Focus sharpened the falling rubble into separate moving lines while Grace poured through his halo and woke every feather at once.

The permanent morph followed.

His gold irises widened, and their outer corners lifted into a softer, cleaner angle while his lashes fanned farther at both ends. His cupid's bow sharpened beneath the rushing air, though his cheeks kept their warm fullness instead of hollowing with pain. Blonde hair spilled past his hips to the tops of his thighs, thick and smooth, while every knot pulled loose as though his body had rejected bad hair days as a status effect.

His waist drew inward by another quarter inch, squeezing torn cloth against a curve already too narrow for the armor straps. Permanent feather crests pushed over the second wing joints, pearly white with rounded gold tips, and sensation flashed through them hard enough to curl his toes inside his boots.

Nine points of Dissonance broke apart when the new wing joints found their final shape.

Trevor heard Petra through the wind.

“Oh, that is unfair.”

Naomi looked down from the blue thread and forgot to fight it for one beat. “His eyes.”

Adina missed a piece of falling text because she was staring. “I hate that the level-up made his eyelashes a combat hazard.”

“Focus,” Trevor shouted.

Petra grinned. “You first, pretty boy.”

He still knew himself—Trevor Dwyer, man, gamer, and owner of a body whose face had just become more princess-shaped during a raid wipe. It ruled.

His maximum resources surged: eight new HP lifted him to nine, twenty-four new MP filled the empty blue bar, and thirty Stamina hit his wings like a second heartbeat.

Trevor spent eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II, and the first direction change had no curve.

He fell toward the city, stopped in empty air, and shot ninety degrees left. Damaris swung against his back while he crossed forty yards between one breath and the next, and Trevor caught Petra beneath the arms an instant before her window frame entered a spinning bell.

The second change fired inside the same three-second window. He turned upward without stalling, took Naomi and her blue-thread snarl across one shoulder, then converted the turn into rescue braking while the cathedral dropped past them.

Eight more Stamina vanished under their combined weight.

Petra pressed close against his left side, eyes bright on his changed face. “Do that again when we are not dying.”

“With fewer clothes?”

“Obviously.”

Naomi grabbed his chin, checked both pupils, and kissed the corner of his mouth before releasing him. “Alive first.”

“Everybody keeps adding conditions to the quest.”

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Grace Relay and opened a view through Adina, whose falling command text showed one safe line between the towers. Petra found the route inside it, Naomi cut Damaris free from the chain and held her in blue thread, and Trevor used the last strength in his moving wings to push the whole party across the gap.

The companion milestone landed as they crossed, bringing Damaris to Level 19. Ten HP and five Stamina entered her ruined body, and she woke at eleven HP before planting both boots against Trevor's back and spending ten Stamina to kick a broken spire away from Naomi.

“I can walk now,” she said.

“We are flying.”

“Then I can kick.”

The spire spun end over end toward the engine mouth, and Petra landed on its flat side to ride it like a thrown shield. She stabbed both knives into a gold root socket.

ANCHOR NODE // HP 140/140

Her first knife took forty-eight, the second took fifty-one, and the spinning spire supplied the rest.

The node burst, one seventh of the engine mouth's underside went dark, and six more anchor bars appeared.

“Found the phase mechanic!” Petra shouted.

Naomi threw blue thread around Petra's waist and yanked her back before the dead section folded inward. Adina caught a loose ROTATE from the broken node and slapped it onto a passing bridge, which swung broadside into two dragoons and swept them away from the witnesses.

Trevor dove toward the next anchor, but his wings trembled at four Stamina and refused the sharp turn he wanted. He settled for gravity, tucked his arms, and aimed both boots at the gold socket.

Damaris overtook him on her flail chain.

“Mine.”

She hit first, and eleven HP did not stop her from looking offended when the node survived with three.

Trevor landed beside her and flicked it with one finger, emptying the bar.

ANCHOR NODE DESTROYED.

Damage contribution: Trevor 3.

“Kill secured,” he said.

Damaris stared at him.

“I carried you through a digestive tract.”

“And now I can walk.”

She shouldered him off the dead socket, and he laughed while both of them fell.

The remaining anchors brightened as their health bars vanished behind gold lock icons. A giant white eye opened inside the organ cavity and looked at the city below.

“Phase change,” Naomi warned.

The engine mouth dropped beneath them, and Trevor lined up one last dive to redirect it from the city. Then it stopped.

No impact, no explosion—the cathedral hung a hundred yards above the rooftops, perfectly still, while every loose stone and falling body continued past it.

Gold roots burst from its underside and entered houses, streets, wells, and crowded courtyards, carrying blue soul-light toward the sovereign core.

The impact timer vanished, replaced by a worse objective.

CITY CONSUMPTION: 0.01%.

SYSTEM // Level 30 reached during a cathedral crash. You selected the wing upgrade, made two illegal turns, rescued three girlfriends, and acquired eyelashes with measurable threat generation.
LEVEL // 30 — Witness Angel
Class // Oath of Open Grace Paladin
ATTRIBUTES
Might 16
Vitality 28
Agility 26 (+2)
Focus 25 (+2)
Will 27
Grace 32 (+2)
RESOURCES
HP 9/334
MP 10/362
Stamina 4/295
XP gained: 900
Cumulative XP: 24,650
Progress to Level 31: 0/1,600
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 8,200/18,900
MINOR EVOLUTION // Hard Turn II
Cost: 18 Stamina | Window: 3 seconds | Cooldown: 20 seconds
Effect: 2 instantaneous direction changes; second may become rescue braking for Trevor and up to 2 carried bodies
Cuteness 90/97
Allure 77/90
Hope 84/230
Dissonance 24
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 55%
Damaris // Level 19 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 11/252 | MP 14/188 | Stamina 13/185
City consumption: 0.01% and rising
Good news: the cathedral will not crush the city. Bad news: it has started drinking the city through a straw.


Trevor looked down at thousands of people running beneath the gold roots, and his new feather crests rose.

“Boss phase two,” he said.


Chapter 21 — The City Had Seven Raid Warnings

The nearest gold root drank a woman's ghost through her kitchen floor, and Trevor hit it with both feet.

His nine HP objected, but the root objected louder. White bark split beneath his boots, blue light burst across the roof, and one translucent woman dropped back through the tiles into her own body.

The city ward broke around them, lifting streets from their foundations in long stone ribbons. Houses swung between pieces of road with curtains, laundry, and screaming residents still inside, while the first engine mouth fed through hundreds of roots beneath a second city of broken organs.

Trevor landed on a public sanctuary circle painted across a bathhouse roof.

The circle recognized him, Naomi, Damaris, and the blue witness-stream, and local healers dumped every stored charge into the party before the roof tore loose. Trevor gained ninety HP, ninety-six MP, and one hundred ten Stamina, while Damaris gained one hundred HP, sixty MP, and eighty Stamina.

“Checkpoint found,” the System said. “Please pretend you explored for it.” Trevor answered, “I fell on it,” and the System replied, “Exploration with gravity.”

The sanctuary circle broke after the heal, and white paint peeled from the roof into seven glowing route lines, one for each district still attached to the ward.

Every line carried a different debuff.

FAMILY DISTRICT // STREETS ROTATE EVERY 30 SECONDS

RED MARKET // PURCHASED ITEMS BECOME MIMICS

BELL ROW // SOUND DAMAGE DOUBLED

SOUTH WELLS // GRAVITY PULLS TOWARD WATER

TANNERS' QUARTER // AIRBORNE MOVEMENT DISABLED BELOW ROOFLINE

OLD WALL // DEAD RESPAWN AS CHOIR REVENANTS

PALACE STEPS // JUNIA SERRAT DETECTED

The System added a gold star beside the palace route.

PERSONAL QUEST: STOP HER BEFORE SHE REACHES THE SECOND MOUTH.

Trevor looked at the six red crisis bars climbing beneath it.

“Remove the star,” Trevor said, and the System objected, “But stars make quests feel important.” He answered, “They are all important.”

The System replaced the single star with seven stars.

“Happy?” the System asked, and Trevor replied, “Worse in a new way.”

Naomi knelt beside the circle and touched the family route. Blue rescue threads split from her fingertips, but each ended after one rooftop. “The ward is cutting long casts.”

Petra spun a knife through the market line, and a tiny treasure chest bit the blade until she shook it off.

Adina read the letters moving beneath the routes. “The districts are not falling together. Each one waits for a different trigger.”

Damaris rested both hands on her flail while eleven HP blinked beneath her name. “Then we keep moving until the triggers run out.”

Trevor caught her looking toward Junia's gold star.

“You want her,” Trevor said, and Damaris replied, “I want the rematch.” He answered, “Get in line.”

The family route turned red as thirty resident icons began sliding toward its edge. A suspended street rolled overhead, and thirty people slid toward its broken end.

Trevor spent twenty-four MP on Sanctuary Step, vanished from the bathhouse circle, and appeared inside a prayer ring painted by trapped residents three blocks away. The street became a wall beneath him, and he drove all four wing surfaces into the stone to hold it.

Petra appeared on a hanging balcony above his head. “Junia crossed the north bridges.”

Gold armor flashed through the broken ward as Junia flew alone toward the second engine mouth, one white spear bright against the fractured sky.

She looked back once.

Trevor could chase her because Hard Turn II had finished cooling, and one clean activation would put him across the gap before she reached the bell bridge.

The street shifted, and the thirty residents lost their grip.

Trevor spent twelve MP and ten Stamina on Fourfold Guard instead.

Two wing surfaces caught the falling edge, one covered a mother and two children beneath a chimney, and the fourth spread under six people already in open air. Stone hit gold-white feathers, dropping Trevor's HP by twenty.

Junia reached the bridge.

“You keep choosing pieces,” she called across the distance. “The core chooses the whole.”

“The whole keeps trying to eat kitchens.”

She cut the bridge behind her and vanished into the next organ tower.

Petra swore. “I can still route us after her.”

“Route the street first.”

The next ward segment failed beneath the family district, and the district's raid frame filled Trevor's sight.

PUBLIC EVENT: SEVEN ROADS, NO GROUND

Residents in danger: 418

Collection roots: 7

Choir revenants: 56

Bonus chest: keep every named resident out of the queue

The bonus chest icon had little wings.

“Do not chase the chest,” Naomi said, and Trevor replied, “I am insulted.” She answered, “You looked at it.”

“It has wings,” Trevor said, and Naomi answered, “So do you.” He grinned. “Exactly. Set bonus.”

The seven roads slammed into a wheel, houses became spokes, and the fountain at the center poured sideways as every resident slid toward a different gold root.

Petra marked rooftops with green knife flashes, Naomi tied them together with blue rescue lines, and Adina ripped district names from street signs to use their letters as footholds. Damaris stood on the tumbling fountain and planted her Independent Standard into a stone fish.

Trevor took the road with the most red icons, and when it rotated under him, he ran faster.

A revenant swung a white sword at his neck, but Trevor ducked, caught its wrist, and used its fixed stance as a pivot when the street became a wall. His boots left the stone while the revenant remained locked to its spawn plane.

Trevor swung around it and kicked three residents toward Naomi's rope.

RESCUED: 3/418

The revenant tried to turn, but its feet refused the new floor, and it fell upward into a chimney.

“Spawn lock,” Trevor called.

Petra changed routes instantly, slapping the next line's masks before jumping onto a rotating balcony and letting the road carry them away from their own hitboxes.

Adina laughed. “The enemies cannot update their floor!”

“Bully the bug,” Trevor said.

Every road turned at once, and fifty-six revenants fell in eight wrong directions. Damaris stood inside her field with her flail chain looped around the fountain and struck each enemy crossing the Standard's edge, while Naomi pulled families from windows and Petra cut collection cords before they touched blue souls.

The counter climbed.

91/418

176/418

244/418

Then the cathedral fixed the bug: white boots unlocked from their spawn planes, and every revenant gained a wing icon.

“Patch notes!” the System announced. “Enemies may now understand down.” Trevor answered, “Rude.”

Seven suspended roads folded toward one another like closing fingers while choir revenants climbed from the seams and drove residents toward the gold roots. Each root displayed a collection count instead of HP.

SOULS QUEUED: 418.

Trevor opened Grace Relay for fourteen MP through the bell ringer, then jumped the view to a baker trapped beneath an overturned cart for six more. Separate warnings spread across the roads: which roots moved, where revenants spawned, and which broken doorways still led to ground.

The city answered with too many plans, which was good.

The bell ringer saw a safe pocket beneath Road Three, the baker knew which oven walls could survive a collision, and a child hiding in the bathhouse saw a gold root moving behind Trevor. None of their views merged, and Trevor kept them at the edge of his sight while calling each answer where it belonged.

“Road Three, drop under on Petra's mark. Baker, shout when the red chimney turns. Bathhouse, keep watching the root.”

The child shouted first. “Now!”

Trevor folded all four wings, and the root passed over him, missed his halo, and entered the spawn pack behind him. Its collection field grabbed twelve revenants by their white masks.

Adina changed the root's floating SOUL tag to CHOIR, and the cathedral collected its own adds. Twelve red pips vanished.

ENVIRONMENTAL CLEAR: 12

“The dungeon ate its trash,” Petra said, and the System replied, “Recycling.”

The red chimney turned, the baker called it, and Naomi dropped her rope through the safe pocket so sixty-three residents could slide into a flour store built like a stone bunker.

The rescue counter passed three hundred, and the bonus chest flapped harder.

Petra took the roofline, Naomi turned the sanctuary charge into blue ropes between buildings, and Adina climbed a vertical street to rewrite every gold arrow from COLLECTION to EXIT. Damaris, still below half HP, spent twelve MP on Independent Standard, planted the field plan on a tumbling fountain, and dared the nearest revenant to cross it.

Trevor spent twelve more MP on Fourfold Guard when three homes collided. The impact took another twenty HP and fifty Stamina, but he held one house away from a blue rope long enough for eleven residents to cross before Petra's route dropped it through a cluster of revenants.

The System awarded XP for the kill and none for looking heroic.

“Correct priority,” Trevor said.

Faith's Aegis formed around the residents instead of him, turning Hope into gold hands beneath shoes, around shoulders, and across one breaking stair. Fifty-five points left his pool by the time the last child reached Naomi's rope.

The gold roots found easier targets elsewhere, and one tore through the district edge to pull an entire bell tower sideways into the ward shell.

The sky cracked seven times, and the winged bonus chest landed beside Trevor with a smug little bounce.

FULL RESCUE CHEST // OPEN?

He hit yes, and the lid opened onto seven empty potion slots and one folded city map.

REWARD: DISTRICT RAID MAP

Effect: displays bell paths and local crisis timers.

“No gear?” Trevor asked, and the System answered, “You saved people. Apparently that was the reward.”

Petra snatched the map as seven bronze circles lit across it, with lines connecting each bell to a district, a root cluster, and one rotating boss modifier.

Bell One showed KNOCKBACK, Bell Two showed SILENCE, Bell Three showed HEALING REVERSAL, and the last four remained hidden behind skull icons.

“Seven raid warnings,” Petra said, and Trevor replied, “Seven chances to loot a bell.”

The System placed a tiny note beneath Bell One.

Bells count as equipment. I checked the loot table twice.

“I knew it,” Trevor said.

Damaris stepped off the tumbling fountain and nearly dropped to one knee, but Trevor caught her beneath the arm. Her eleven HP had become one hundred eleven at the sanctuary, though the number did not mend the fresh break in her armor or the tremor in her hand.

“Still able to kick?” he asked, and Damaris answered, “Find me a target.”

Petra tapped Bell One on the map, and its path flashed through the family district, crossed the red market, and ended above the bathhouse sanctuary they had already drained.

Naomi pointed to three blue circles along the path. “Resident-made prayer rings. Sanctuary Step can reach them if they stay intact.”

Adina pointed to the moving bronze cone beneath the bell. “The knockback pulses on every fourth ring. If Trevor takes the center, the rest of us can attack between waves.”

“And if I miss the count?” Trevor asked.

The System placed a little falling angel beside the map.

“Visual aid provided,” the System said.

Trevor folded the map and pushed it into his torn sleeve beside nothing, because Petra had already thrown away the valve key.

She noticed. “Your inventory has space now.”

“My sleeve has sentimental value,” Trevor said, and Petra replied, “Your sleeve has a hole.” He answered, “Quick access slot.”

Bell One's shadow swallowed the district as every city bell began to ring, writing a countdown across the clouds.

BELL ONE: 12:00

BELL TWO: 24:00

BELL THREE: 36:00

The remaining four appeared beneath them in twelve-minute steps.

Adina stared upward. “Mass collection schedule.”

“Can we kill the clocks?” Trevor asked, and Adina answered, “They are bells.” He tried again. “Can we kill them loudly?”

Petra landed beside him, watched the place where Junia had vanished, then looked at the people still crossing the rope.

“You lost her,” Petra said, and Trevor answered, “I know.” She asked, “Worth it?”

Trevor looked at four hundred eighteen collection numbers changing back into names.

“Ask me after we punch seven clocks.”

SYSTEM // First ward collapse survived. You spent the chase resource on civilians, let the Inquisitor escape, and discovered a seven-bell raid timer. Side objectives remain dangerously human-shaped.
READOUT // Level 30 — Witness Angel
HP 59/334
MP 38/362
Stamina 54/295
XP gained: 500
Cumulative XP: 25,150
Progress to Level 31: 500/1,600
Direct-danger XP toward Level 31: 220/970
Hope 29/230
Dissonance 25
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 59%
Damaris // HP 111/252 | MP 62/188 | Stamina 93/185
Civilians removed from collection queue: 418
Junia Serrat: escaped north
Seven bells are counting down. Yes, the first one is already ringing. No, there is no pause menu.


Bell One dropped through the clouds toward them.


Chapter 22 — Bell One Had a Fast-Travel Puzzle

Bell One dropped through the clouds with bronze wings and a twelve-minute boss timer. Its mouth faced down, and every ring pulled blue light from the people below to fill one seventh of a collection bar around its rim.

MASS COLLECTION: 3.2%.

The percentage ticked upward every time the bronze mouth rang.

3.3%.

3.4%.

Blue threads rose from windows, streets, and cracks between floating roads, each ending in a nameplate. Most remained green, but a few flickered yellow as Bell One pulled harder.

Trevor opened the district raid map from his sleeve, where the bell's knockback cone swept across all three sanctuary circles in a repeating triangle.

BOSS LOOP

Face Circle One // ring // rotate

Face Circle Two // ring // rotate

Face Circle Three // collect // enrage

Damage reduction while facing attacker: 96%

Damage taken from rear circle: +200%

Petra tapped the moving street. “I ride Two.”

Naomi looked at the drained bathhouse circle. “I can keep One lit, but I cannot heal from it again.”

Adina pointed into the bell's mouth. “Three is inside the boss.”

Damaris tightened both hands around her flail. “Then Trevor takes Three.”

“Why me?” he asked.

Four women looked at him.

“Fair.”

The bell rang, sending Knockback across the district as a visible gold wall. Roof tiles, market carts, and three choir revenants flew toward the ward edge while Trevor hooked both lower wings around a chimney, Petra flattened against the suspended street, Naomi drove her seal into the bathhouse roof, and Adina grabbed Damaris's belt with one hand and a floating STAY command with the other.

The wave passed, and the map drew a green line from Circle One to Circle Two.

TRAVEL WINDOW: 4 SECONDS.

“Go,” Naomi shouted, and the bell revealed that it had no clapper.

Naomi pressed both hands to Trevor's ribs and spent the last deep charge in her blue seal. Seventy HP flowed into him, raising his bar to 129/334 while the healer's light went thin and gray.

“That is the final big heal,” she said.

“Until loot?”

“Until sleep.”

“Cruel game.”

Three sanctuary circles flashed beneath Bell One: one sat on the bathhouse roof, the second moved with a suspended street full of trapped residents, and the third had been painted inside the bell by someone collected years ago.

Adina read the boss rule across the bronze wings. “The bell can only be hurt from the circle it is not facing.”

Bell One rotated toward the bathhouse.

Petra grinned. “Fast-travel puzzle.”

“My favorite kind of geometry.”

Trevor spent twenty-four MP on Sanctuary Step and crossed from the bathhouse roof to the moving street. Gold light folded him through the gap, and he arrived beside forty-three residents while the bell still faced his old position.

Faith's Aegis covered the street long enough for Damaris to plant Independent Standard. She spent twelve MP and set the field plan around the circle, keeping the trapped residents from sliding when the road rolled.

Trevor struck Bell One from behind, but his fist dealt almost no damage. Hard Turn II put both boots into the next hit, and the boss bar lost four percent.

The bell's bronze feathers unfolded into a ring of blades, with green safe wedges between them barely wide enough for one body.

Petra shouted the rotation from Circle Two. “Left, right, right, left!”

Trevor slipped through the first wedge, and Damaris used the moving street as a launch ramp to drive her flail into the second blade. Adina changed RIGHT on a false safe wedge into WRONG, making the trap announce itself in red, while Naomi held Circle One as its roof peeled upward around her.

Bell One rotated, and its mouth found Trevor before the street circle could move behind it.

The boss gained its facing shield, and his next punch produced a gray 12 with a laughing bell icon.

“It has an emote,” Trevor said.

“Kill it harder,” Damaris replied.

Petra stabbed both knives into the suspended street, and the road swung on its remaining ward chain, carrying Circle Two around the bell faster than the boss could rotate. Forty-three residents slid with it while Trevor caught the street edge on two wing surfaces and used his body as a brake as Damaris planted her Standard.

The circle crossed into the bell's rear arc, and Petra threw one knife.

The blade struck for a red critical number, Damaris's flail followed, and Adina launched the stolen WRONG label like a brick. Naomi's blue seal flashed from Circle One and pinned the boss's next turn for half a beat.

Bell One lost another chunk of its bar, and the forty-three residents cheered.

The System placed a participation chest above their circle.

PUBLIC EVENT CONTRIBUTION: VIOLENTLY ADEQUATE.

The bell snapped around and fired a gold sound wave through the street. Trevor threw Fourfold Guard between the blast and the residents for twelve MP he did not have.

The skill failed red.

“Blue bar,” the System reminded him. “A surprisingly persistent feature.”

Damaris used Judgment Brand for fourteen MP and named Bell One as the cost-bearer for its collection wave. The blast struck her field for forty-one HP and thirty-eight Stamina as she held the street against the recoil.

The brand reflected the collection cost into Bell One, dropping its health by another nine percent.

Trevor saw the third circle glowing inside its mouth, and Sanctuary Step changed.

USE REFINEMENT AVAILABLE.

THIRD-CIRCLE REBOUND // +8 MP // 3-SECOND ARRIVAL WINDOW.

He had fourteen MP left after the first jump, and the rebound would leave six. Trevor bought it.

“Everybody stay on your own circle,” he shouted.

The bathhouse healers held the first, the suspended residents held the second, and a hundred numbered witnesses inside the bell held the third from within their stolen memories. None of the circles merged.

Trevor rebounded through the bell's mouth, and bronze closed around him. The collected witnesses stood in a dark chamber where the missing clapper should have hung, each with a chain through the chest leading into the boss bar.

Nameplates appeared when Trevor looked at them one at a time.

TOMAS VALE // BELL FOUNDER // COLLECTED 87 YEARS AGO

MIRA SANT // ROOFTOP RUNNER // COLLECTED 44 YEARS AGO

ELI AND ELS // TWINS // COLLECTED 19 YEARS AGO

The list continued to one hundred.

Their chains were not identical: some entered the boss bar, some entered the rotation wheel, seven ran into the knockback pulse, and one old chain disappeared upward into the missing clapper socket.

Trevor grabbed Tomas's chain without pulling it, and the bell founder opened his eyes. “Do not break the bronze.”

“That was most of my plan.”

“Break the pin.”

Tomas showed him a memory of Bell One before the cathedral stole it, when the clapper hung from a black iron pin no longer visible from Trevor's angle.

Mira saw it from the roof beams above, the twins saw two false copies reflected in the polished walls, and a woman named Sella remembered which copy rang warm and which rang hungry.

Four views entered Trevor's sight from four different places, carrying four pieces of one answer.

He pointed toward the dark seam Mira remembered.

“Petra, one foot above my halo, knife flat.”

Her voice came through the circle. “That is bronze.”

“Tomas says pin behind it.”

“Who is Tomas?”

“Loot guide.”

“Finally, a trustworthy witness.”

Her first knife struck the false copy and bounced, and the twins shouted together. Trevor shifted his finger left, and her second knife entered the invisible pin slot to the hilt.

The bell shuddered.

HIDDEN PART EXPOSED: ORIGINAL CLAPPER PIN

Armor: 0

Weakness: being hit by its own missing part

The System paused.

“That last line feels needlessly specific.”

Trevor looked at Petra's knife hanging where the clapper belonged.

“Close enough.”

Trevor did not pull the chains. He tried Grace Relay without enough MP to open it, and the System rejected him again.

“You are not going to manifest mana through confidence.”

“Watch me.”

The witnesses opened their own views instead.

Their separate sightlines filled the bell chamber: one saw the chain pins, another the bronze seams, and a third remembered the original clapper socket. Petra saw all three through the open circle from outside and threw a knife into the only point shared by every view.

The knife became Bell One's new clapper, and Trevor kicked it until the bell rang inward.

Every chain came free at once, and blue witnesses poured through the third sanctuary circle rather than into Trevor's marks. The boss bar fell from eighty-seven percent to twelve.

Bell One tried to face inward and crushed Trevor between two bronze walls, taking ninety HP and twenty-six Stamina before Hard Turn II finished cooling.

Level 31 arrived from the direct hit, the broken collection link, and Petra's ridiculous clapper kill.

Vitality raised his maximum HP to 344 and restored ten current HP, Agility raised Stamina to 300 and restored five, and Grace brightened the three separate circles without changing the empty spaces between them.

Trevor spent eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II, stopped inside the closing bell, and turned straight up before using the second change to brake beneath the freed witnesses. Their blue bodies passed through his wings without becoming owned, then streamed through the broken mouth.

Trevor struck the knife-clapper on his way past, and Bell One's health reached zero.

The boss burst into bronze loot squares before gravity remembered it, and Trevor flew through a storm of item labels.

BELL WING SHARD x2

KNOCKBACK RESIST CHIME x1

CLAPPERLESS BRONZE x40

PETRA'S KNIFE x1 // RETURN THIS

He caught the knife and the chime, while the rest entered the public-event chest on Circle Two, where forty-three residents began arguing over who should carry forty pieces of cursed bronze.

Trevor dropped through the broken mouth, landed beside Petra, and offered her the knife hilt-first.

“Good clapper.”

“Say that again and I put it in your quick-access sleeve.”

“That sounds useful.”

Naomi tried to laugh, but her breath caught before the sound came out and fell silent over the city.

Forty-five Hope entered Trevor from witnesses who reached the streets as themselves, and two Dissonance followed from pieces of Bell One still ringing in their memories.

The next timer moved to the top of the sky.

BELL TWO: 00:00.

Naomi gasped as bronze light flashed beneath the skin of her throat. A tiny bell icon appeared behind her sternum, and her next heartbeat rang loudly enough to shake every loose window in the district.

Trevor opened Naomi's party frame. Her HP had not changed, her blue seal remained equipped, and a new slot pulsed beneath both.

INTERNAL ENCOUNTER: BELL TWO

Host body: Naomi Vey

Boss HP: hidden until first strike

Removal rule: unknown

Warning: killing host also ends encounter, you monster.

“Not an option,” Trevor said.

“I know,” the System replied. “That line is for speedrunners.”

Naomi put two fingers against her own throat, and the bell rang under them as a bronze circle traveled from sternum to jaw and back beneath her skin.

Damaris raised her flail, then lowered it when Naomi glared.

“I was checking reach.”

“Check farther away.”

Adina pulled a loose BELL TWO label from the air, with a chain of smaller text trailing like tangled roots.

POSSESSION TYPE: THORACIC DUNGEON.

ENTRY POINT: HEARTBEAT.

Petra looked at Trevor. “Fast travel?” He looked at the three sanctuary circles, then at the impossible fourth circle glowing faintly beneath Naomi's ribs.

“Of course the next dungeon is inside the healer.”

The public-event chest snapped shut behind them.

SYSTEM // Level 31 reached. You solved fast travel with three separate circles, installed a rogue as a clapper, and killed a bell from inside its own mouth. Normal paladins are furious.
LEVEL // 31 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 16 | Vitality 29 (+1) | Agility 27 (+1) | Focus 25 | Will 27 | Grace 33 (+1)
HP 49/344
MP 6/362
Stamina 15/300
XP gained: 1,100
Cumulative XP: 26,250
Direct-danger XP gained: 750
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 9,170/18,900
Sanctuary Step I refined // Third-Circle Rebound
Base jump: 24 MP | Rebound: +8 MP | Arrival window: 3 seconds | Chain limit: 3 separate circles
Hope 74/230
Dissonance 27
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 63%
Damaris // HP 70/252 | MP 36/188 | Stamina 55/185
Bell One: destroyed
Freed witnesses: 100
Bell Two location: Naomi Vey's thoracic cavity. Yes, that is as bad as it sounds.


Naomi's chest rang again, and this time, something inside her answered.


Chapter 23 — My Healer Had a Bell in Her Chest

Naomi's heartbeat rang across the district, and the second pulse knocked Trevor from Bell One's broken rim before Petra caught him by the belt. Damaris planted her flail in the bronze while Adina seized the tiny bell icon glowing beneath Naomi's sternum.

BELL TWO // POSSESSION: 18%.

Naomi remained standing, but her blue seal did not; gold lines spread through it and climbed both arms toward her throat as each pulse replaced one blue memory scar with a bronze collection mark. The System offered Trevor an easy fix.

MUTE HOST MEMORY.

EXPECTED POSSESSION REDUCTION: 92%.

EXPECTED IDENTITY LOSS: UNKNOWN.

Trevor slapped the option away, sending the rejected button into the edge of Naomi's party frame, where it cracked into smaller windows.

MEMORY CHAMBERS FOUND: 7

1 — first healing lesson

2 — sister's childhood nickname

3 — face of first patient lost

4 — taste of winter pears

5 — reason she carries the blue seal

6 — Trevor's true name

7 — locked

Bronze filled the first chamber by two percent while a tiny bell rang inside the memory of Naomi's first bandage knot.

She flinched. “I just forgot which end goes over.”

Trevor caught the loose memory before it fell from her frame, a blue card with a child-sized pair of hands printed on it.

NAOMI MEMORY FRAGMENT // BOUND

Equip: impossible

Return: touch host and name missing action

Trevor pressed the card to her wrist. “The loose end crosses first.”

Blue light returned to Chamber One. The bronze percentage fell.

“We can fight it room by room,” he said.

The System answered by opening a seven-slot boss bar.

“A healer dungeon with emotional loot. Groundbreaking.”

Naomi's eyes sharpened. “Keep my sister's nickname out of your mouth.”

Adina blinked. “I do not know my childhood nickname.”

“Good.”

Bell Two attacked Chamber Two.

Adina grabbed the bronze line with both hands. “Absolutely not.”

“No mind wipes.”

“The bell is using her memories as resonance chambers,” the System said. “Removing the chambers remains disgustingly strong.”

“Remove the bell.”

Naomi's body rang a third time as possession reached thirty-one percent, her mouth opened, and Bell Two spoke through her voice.

“ONE SEVENTH CLAIMED.”

Naomi grabbed Trevor's wrist and pressed his palm over the glow in her chest, where her heart and the bell struck against him together.

“Do not let it make me quiet,” she said.

“Wasn't planning to.”

Adina wrapped both hands around the floating icon. “It entered through my sister's seal because she caught Bell One's sound. The sound still thinks it is damage.”

Damaris raised her flail. “Name the cost-bearer.”

“Not Naomi.” Trevor looked at the broken Bell One around them. “The source.”

The hundred freed witnesses still hovered above the district, and Trevor asked for their views without opening Grace Relay. Twelve came close enough to show the last ring from separate angles: one saw bronze light leave Bell One, another saw Naomi catch it, and a third saw a second shadow inside the sound-wave, shaped like a bell too small to cast the noise it made.

The twelve witness views opened twelve different hit markers.

Three pointed at Naomi's seal, four at her throat, two at Bell One's corpse, and the final three at empty air half a second behind each pulse.

Petra threw a knife through that empty place, and the blade stopped in midair as bronze rippled around it. Bell Two's hidden model appeared for one frame: a thumb-sized boss with seven mouths, one for each memory chamber.

BELL TWO // INTERNAL ELITE

Visible only between host beats

Current weak point: Chamber Five

Naomi struck her own chest with the blue seal, dealing no HP damage but forcing her heart to skip one beat and leaving Bell Two visible.

Damaris looped her flail chain around Petra's suspended knife while Adina wrote OUTSIDE across the links and Trevor caught Naomi under both arms, lifting her clear of the bronze circle spreading beneath her feet.

“Pull on three,” Petra said.

“Whose three?” Damaris asked.

“Mine.”

“Unacceptable.”

“One.”

The boss bit through Chamber Five, tearing Naomi's reason for carrying the seal loose as another blue card: a wounded stranger, rain on white steps, one choice made when no healer came. Trevor caught it against his chest.

“Two.”

Adina tightened OUTSIDE until the word bent around the chain and the links burned blue.

“Three.”

Damaris pulled, Petra kicked the knife hilt, and Naomi slammed her seal into the bronze shadow. The hidden bell tore halfway through her sternum without cutting skin while its seven mouths screamed different versions of the same collection note.

Trevor shoved Naomi's memory card back into Chamber Five.

“You carry it because nobody came for him,” he said. “So you decided to be the person who comes.”

The chamber locked blue, and Bell Two lost one mouth.

Adina stacked the views without merging them. “Bell Two was never in the sky. It used Bell One as its spawn point.”

Petra drove her knife into the broken boss rim where the shadow had begun, and Naomi's next heartbeat pulled it inward through the possession link until the blade appeared as a blue line beneath her skin.

Trevor held her upright. Damaris spent fourteen MP on Judgment Brand and named the hidden bell as the thing charging Naomi for its own attack. Adina changed HOST MEMORY to HOSTILE MEMORY, and Naomi used her healer seal on the bronze lines as if they belonged to someone else.

The possession bar stopped at forty-three percent, shuddered, and reversed.

Bell Two came out through Naomi's mouth as a thumb-sized bronze shape wrapped in blue scar-light; Petra caught it in a wash bowl, and Damaris dropped the flail head over the bowl before it could ring again.

BELL TWO // POSSESSION: 0%.

NEXT MANIFESTATION: 08:00:00.

The wash bowl gained a purple item border.

SEALED BELL TWO // BOSS SEED

Cannot discard.

Cannot sell.

Cannot place in shared storage because nobody else wants this.

Petra lifted the bowl, but the tiny bell rolled toward her fingers and snapped seven bronze teeth.

She moved her hand away. “Mimic.”

“Boss seed,” Trevor said.

“Mimic with branding.”

The city raid map updated, showing Bell Two's route looping from the bowl to Naomi's chest and back again every eight hours instead of crossing a district.

OPTIONAL OBJECTIVE: FIND A PERMANENT CONTAINER BEFORE REMANIFESTATION.

Damaris put the flail head over the bowl. “Found one.”

The timer accepted the answer but did not disappear.

“Temporary container,” the System said. “The flail is deeply offended.”

The party had earned one night, so they carried the bowl to the bathhouse like cursed raid loot. Petra held the left handle, Damaris held the right with her flail head still pressed over the top, Naomi walked behind them with one hand against her sternum, and Adina kept the eight-hour timer floating above the group while Trevor took point.

Every mimic in the red market opened its lid when the bowl passed, but none attacked; they bowed to the smaller, angrier chest beneath the flail.

“Boss seed has aggro priority,” the System said.

“Can we equip it as a taunt item?”

The bowl answered by biting through Damaris's gauntlet.

“No,” she said.

They reached the bathhouse sanctuary without another ring, locked the doors, and placed residents on the roof. Naomi slept between Petra and Damaris with the sealed bowl beneath her cot while the long-rest field restored every HP, MP, and Stamina bar in Trevor's party.

Trevor did not sleep; he stood alone beside the drained pool, watching moonlight turn his long blonde hair silver. The Level 30 face reflected back at him from one surviving patch of water: larger gold eyes, longer lashes, softer cheeks, sharper lips, and a body pretty enough to make every terrible joke sound indecent.

“You are brooding incorrectly,” Adina said behind him.

She had removed her boots and outer coat, leaving dark hair loose over her shoulders and ink stains on two fingers and one bare thigh beneath the short linen sleep shift.

“I rejected a mind wipe and got no achievement.”

“I noticed.”

Adina crossed the tiles, took his face between both hands, and kissed him before he could assemble another joke. Her mouth was warm and decisive, and although Trevor froze for half a beat, he caught her hips and kissed back hard enough to make her smile against him.

“Oh,” he said when she released his lower lip. “This is happening.”

“Your awareness remains dazzling.”

She pushed him onto the folded blankets beside the pool and climbed over him, opening the front of his cathedral-torn cloth to cup one breast and roll his nipple beneath her thumb until the new wing crests shivered against the floor. His breath broke, and Adina watched his face while she did it again.

“Tell me if you want me to stop.”

Trevor pulled her down by the waist and kissed her.

That answered enough.

She slid one hand beneath his skirt and found him already wet, tracing his vulva with two fingers before parting him while her thumb settled over his clitoris. Trevor's hips lifted before he could pretend the reaction belonged to anyone else.

“I have no idea what I am doing,” he admitted.

“You are lying beneath a bard. That is the correct build position.”

Adina stroked him in slow circles until his thighs opened wider around her, and pleasure gathered fast in the angel body, bright and humiliatingly easy. Trevor caught one of her breasts through the linen, pushed the fabric down, and took her nipple into his mouth while she pressed two fingers inside him; she made a sharp sound and rode his tongue with small movements that he liked enough to chase.

He rolled them, got tangled in his own hair, nearly elbowed the pool, and ended with Adina laughing beneath him before she hooked one leg over his shoulder and guided his mouth between her thighs.

“Here,” she said, touching her clitoris above the slick opening. “Not the general area. This.”

“Tutorial marker acquired.”

Trevor used his tongue where she showed him as Adina's fingers tightened in his hair. Her hips rose to meet his mouth instead of waiting beneath it, and the first shudder ran through her thighs while he held her open with both hands.

She pulled him back up before the second could fade, kissed the taste from his mouth, and returned her hand between his legs. They learned each other without pretending Trevor had arrived with a secret unlock: Adina showed him pressure and rhythm, while Trevor followed her body and used every eager movement as the next quest arrow. When she came, she bit his shoulder and said his name into the new feathers; when he came, her fingers stayed on his clitoris through the whole shaking wave until his wings struck the blankets twice.

The System awarded no XP.

“Coward,” Trevor whispered at the ceiling.

Adina laughed against his breast while their heartbeats slowed together, but the sealed bowl across the room gave one tiny ring and cast gold text over their joined shadows.

COLLECTION RECIPIENT: ENGINE MOUTH WITH HIGHEST CONCORDANT WITNESS COUNT.

Adina sat upright so quickly that Trevor lost the blanket.

“The dead choose the mouth,” she said.

“Through votes?”

“Through matching witness declarations. Heaven hides the count, but the destination follows it.”

Trevor looked toward the sleeping survivors, the freed bell witnesses, and the 3,006 souls still choosing their own destinations from the mill.

“Then we do not need to beat the whole engine at once.”

Adina kissed him once more, quick and delighted. “We need a campaign.”

“With loot.”

“With pants first.”

The long-rest completion window opened above them in blue-gold light.

SYSTEM // Bell Two possession suppressed. Long rest completed. Bard romance route unlocked through the advanced technique of letting the bard make the first move.
READOUT // Level 31 — Witness Angel
HP 344/344
MP 362/362
Stamina 300/300
XP gained: 600
Cumulative XP: 26,850
Progress to Level 32: 600/1,650
Direct-danger XP toward Level 32: 250/970
Hope 96/230
Dissonance 22
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 65%
Damaris // HP 252/252 | MP 188/188 | Stamina 185/185
Bell Two possession: 0%
Bell Two remanifestation: 07:42:11
Discovered clause: collected dead route to the engine mouth with the highest concordant witness count.
Yes, this means the afterlife has voting mechanics. No, abstaining does not improve the loot table.


The tiny bell rang beneath Damaris's flail, and this time a hundred dead voices answered with different destinations.


Chapter 24 — We Beat the Bells by Saying Our Names Wrong

Bell Two reached zero inside Damaris's wash bowl while Bell Three reached zero beneath the city, and the bowl exploded first.

A bronze bell unfolded from something small enough to fit beneath a flail. Its wings tore through the bathhouse roof, threw cots and tiles into the sky, and carried Naomi upward inside a cage made from her own blue scars.

The street answered with a ring from below as stone buckled and Bell Three rose mouth-first through three foundations, dragging chains full of numbered dead from the catacombs. Its bronze rim split the district into two moving circles.

MASS COLLECTION: 11.4%.

The number rose while Trevor watched: eleven point six, then eleven point nine.

Every tenth of a percent meant another chained soul losing the name it had carried into death, and the boss had not waited for a pull. It began the encounter beneath their feet with half the party in the wrong arena and three hundred sleeping refugees between the bells.

Naomi caught the bars of her cage. Blue light burned between her fingers. “The little one is reading me as a missing component.”

“Can you lie to it?” Trevor called.

“I can insult it in six dead languages.”

“Good enough. Petra?”

Petra crouched on a falling roof tile as if gravity had asked permission too late. Her eyes tracked both circles, the alleys between them, and the bronze chain that had just punched through a bakery. “Shared clock. Separate health bars. If either rings three times, they merge.”

“Then we beat both before three.”

“Two bosses,” Petra said.

Trevor spread his wings. “Double loot.”

The joke drew a frightened laugh from one healer, and Trevor took it because laughter meant the room still belonged to people instead of the boss music.

Bell Two pulled Naomi higher until its cage clipped a roof beam loose, and Trevor caught it on two raised wings. His other pair snapped wide beneath the beam, pale feathers braced against red tiles while civilians crawled through the triangle he made with his body. His shoulders burned, and the System painted a yellow Stamina warning across his sight, but he held anyway.

“Last one clear,” Adina shouted.

Trevor threw the beam into Bell Two's flight path, striking a bronze wing and stealing half a turn from the cage.

He opened Grace Relay for fourteen MP through the hundred Bell One witnesses, whose views jumped between rooftops while Petra found the only path touching both boss arenas.

Damaris spent twelve MP on Independent Standard and planted the plan on the bathhouse circle. Keep Naomi's cage visible, keep Bell Three's chains away from civilians, and never let either bell share a count.

The white banner appeared over the broken bathhouse without a heavenly crest. It showed Trevor's party colors instead: blue for the living, gold for the named dead, and one open space where nobody had to kneel.

Damaris pointed her flail at the nearest chain bundle. “If a link crosses the banner, call the person's name. Not the number. Not their place in line. Their name.”

“What if we don't know it?” a baker asked.

“Ask.”

The dead woman hanging over his doorway opened her clouded eyes.

“Mera,” she whispered.

The baker shouted it, and the chain missed its next pull.

Bell Two rang.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard, closing two wing surfaces around Naomi's cage and two over the healers beneath the broken roof. The sound-wave dealt sixty HP through the guard and drove him across the sanctuary tiles.

The four surfaces did not feel like shields: one became a ceiling, one a ramp, and one caught a spray of bronze needles. The last folded under Naomi as her cage dropped six feet, turning a killing fall into a bruising slide. His mind held every angle at once, and his new body loved it.

That was the dangerous part. Four wings answered before he finished wanting them to move, curving with showy grace and throwing light across his waist and hair until the ugly rescue looked like the climax of a cutscene. A little girl beneath the roof stared at him instead of the blood on her mother's sleeve.

Trevor winked, and she remembered to run.

Bell Three rang from below.

Every numbered soul on its chains lost a name and gained a collection digit in its place.

Trevor used Sanctuary Step for twenty-four MP, crossed from the bathhouse circle to the moving street ring, and arrived beneath Bell Three before its mouth closed. Hard Turn II cost eighteen Stamina as he charged down, turned sideways inside the bell mouth, then used the second change to drag two chain bundles out through the rim.

The bell crushed him against stone for another sixty HP and eighty Stamina, flashing pain white through his ribs and plunging his HP bar into orange. He shoved away before it could grind him into the street and kicked a chain bundle toward Petra.

“Two seconds to the next ring!” Petra shouted.

“Plenty.”

“That word does not mean what you think it means.”

She caught the bundle anyway.

Petra cut one bundle loose while Adina sang the digits out of order, and Damaris spent fourteen MP on Judgment Brand to name Bell Three as the thing charging the dead for its own count. The reflected collection wave hit her field for eighty HP and ninety Stamina.

The dual-boss bars dropped together, leaving Bell Two at fifty-eight percent and Bell Three at sixty-one as their shared counter hit two rings. The next would merge them.

Bronze script crawled from one boss circle toward the other, crossing walls, roofs, wounded people, and the dead without caring which surface it used. Wherever two lines touched, a new chain budded from the stone.

Trevor saw the hidden shape behind the encounter: not two enemies, but a rule pretending to be scenery.

XP reached the Level 32 gate. Might entered Trevor's grip, Vitality raised his maximum HP to 354 and restored ten current HP, Focus raised MP to 368 and restored six, and Hope capacity widened to 250. One Skill Point opened.

OPEN SCRIPTURE I // 20 MP.

Reveal one hidden System clause to every witness within 40 yards for 30 seconds.

Trevor bought it, and the first use cost twenty MP to open every concealed line around both bells until gold text filled the district.

OFFICIAL COUNT OVERRIDES PRIVATE NAME.

COLLECTION RECIPIENT FOLLOWS HIGHEST CONCORDANT WITNESS COUNT.

UNNAMED SOULS DEFAULT TO SOVEREIGN CORE.

Every living person and chained dead soul within forty yards saw the same clauses, and the district went silent for one impossible beat before everyone started swearing.

The baker called Heaven a crooked dice table, while a washerwoman demanded to know who had decided her dead husband counted as unnamed when she still dreamed of him every night. Three white-robed keepers tried to cover the gold lines with their sleeves, but the clauses shone straight through the cloth.

Trevor's Hope gauge jumped by sixteen, not because the crowd loved him but because the boss had finally shown its weak point.

“Private names beat the official count,” he said. “You don't need mine. Use yours.”

That mattered because if he made himself the answer, Bell Three would only trade one owner for another. The encounter wanted a highest count, and Trevor intended to give it three hundred arguments.

The bells began their count.

“Jam it,” Trevor shouted.

The numbered dead spoke their names.

They did not speak together or cleanly; some had forgotten surnames, while others remembered nicknames, trades, villages, lovers, old grudges, insults, and the names they had wanted instead. The dungeon digits tried to overwrite them, but every private declaration became a witness vote toward a different engine mouth.

“Mera Sain,” said the woman over the bakery.

“Mera Voss,” her husband corrected from a chain two streets away.

“We never married.”

“We had the cake.”

“You dropped it.”

“Still counts.”

Their two declarations struck Bell Three from opposite sides and cracked the rim. More voices piled in: old names, new names, and names that changed spelling whenever the speaker got angry. Adina caught the rhythm and turned it into a chorus that refused to repeat, with every verse gaining a syllable and every refrain changing its target.

Bell Three tried to sort the song, but its collection bar filled sideways with words the counter could not total.

COUNT ERROR.

Bell Two tried to route through Naomi, who opened every blue scar it had touched and returned a different name through each one.

The cage bars flashed with versions of her name from every life Bell Two had tried to force upon her: Novice, Vessel, Defect, Gate, Choir-Fourteen. Naomi rejected each with a grin.

“Naomi Vale,” she said. “And you have terrible taste in jewelry.”

Her true name hit the cage floor like a hammer and bent the nearest bar outward.

COUNT ERROR.

Adina laughed from the roof. “Heaven built a census boss without duplicate handling.”

“Keep laughing,” Petra said. “It hates that.”

Bell Two fired bronze needles at Adina. Petra crossed the roof in three steps, caught her around the waist, and carried her through a stained-glass window one breath before the volley arrived. Adina kept singing while they fell, and Petra landed in a wash barrel still holding her.

“You could have warned me.”

“You would have stopped singing.”

“Correct.”

They kissed once, quick and fierce, before splitting for opposite doors.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard and hit four chain braces with four wing surfaces while Petra used his impact as her route. Damaris broke the branded rim, and Naomi turned her cage into a blue clapper to ring Bell Two against Bell Three.

The move cost Trevor more than MP because each wing struck a different angle and every brace tried to drag it into the count. Feathers turned bronze at the tips while digits crawled toward his spine, and Damaris saw them.

She abandoned a clean shot at Bell Three's core, slammed her shield into Trevor's back, and scraped the numbers off against Independent Standard. The banner flared as her HP dropped another twenty from the backlash.

“You missed the boss,” Trevor said.

“I hit my target.”

She answered by shoving him forward.

Trevor smiled despite the blood in his mouth. “Right. Combo finisher.”

He folded all four wings, let Bell Three pull, then opened them at the last instant so the boss reeled him inward and received Naomi's entire cage through its mouth.

The bells struck each other across the district, taking thirty-four HP and fifty Stamina from Trevor in the collision. Bronze wings folded, chains snapped, and names flooded every hidden clause until both boss bars reached zero.

The impact flattened the bathhouse wall and sent a bronze shock ring through six blocks. Trevor caught what he could, Damaris caught Trevor, Petra and Adina dragged two healers beneath a stone arch, and Naomi rode the broken cage like a sled.

When the dust settled, nobody inside Independent Standard had become a number, and both living witnesses and dead souls cheered. For three seconds, the encounter music actually sounded beaten.

Bell Two shattered into blue-gold fragments around Naomi while Bell Three dropped back toward the catacombs, but the city floor moved before it landed.

Something vast rolled beneath the foundations as streets rose over a spine, houses slid between ribs wider than towers, and a single red eye opened under the broken bell shaft.

CATACOMB LEVIATHAN // LEVEL 37.

The beast swallowed Bell Three whole.

SYSTEM // Level 32 reached. Open Scripture acquired. You defeated two census bells by flooding the count with names, nicknames, grudges, and spelling disputes. Census boss vulnerable to people being people.
LEVEL // 32 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 17 (+1) | Vitality 30 (+1) | Agility 27 | Focus 26 (+1) | Will 27 | Grace 33
HP 200/354
MP 286/368
Stamina 152/300
XP gained: 1,050
Cumulative XP: 27,900
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 10,140/18,900
SKILL ACQUIRED // Open Scripture I
Cost: 20 MP | Radius: 40 yards | Duration: 30 seconds | Hidden clauses exposed: 1 effect per use
Hope 120/250
Dissonance 29
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 69%
Damaris // Level 20 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 182/262 | MP 162/188 | Stamina 95/185
Bell Two: destroyed
Bell Three: eaten
Collection count: jammed
New boss detected beneath the city. It has streets between its teeth.


The Leviathan opened its mouth, and an entire district of dead people screamed inside its ribs.


Chapter 25 — We Entered the Boss Through the Bad End

The Catacomb Leviathan ate three streets before Trevor reached its mouth.

Stone houses slid over black teeth while blue ghosts screamed between the creature's ribs, trapped inside a district it had swallowed centuries ago. Their count appeared above its red eye.

RIB DISTRICT: 1,137 SOULS.

The counter sat beneath a green boss bar longer than the street above it, with each soul appearing as one bright notch. Some flickered and some were nearly dark, but all fed the monster whenever they reached the end of whatever moment had killed them.

The Leviathan chewed, swallowing a bell tower between its teeth and tearing the roof from a boardinghouse beside it. Trevor caught six people in his upper wings while his lower pair beat against the pull of the mouth.

The four-wing body wanted to make the save elegant. It curved his back, spread his hair in a gold-black fan, and placed his bare feet on the falling stone as though the collapse had been built for his entrance.

“I hate when the transformation does choreography,” he said.

The woman clinging to his neck stared at his face. “You look wonderful.”

“That is not helping.”

He threw her gently toward Petra's rope line before facing the teeth.

The boss opened wide enough to swallow Bell Three again, and Trevor flew in first.

His Hope gauge jumped by five when the trapped ghosts saw him choose the mouth, then dropped by three when everyone outside realized he meant it.

The Leviathan's tongue rose like a road made of wet black stone, with bronze census chains caught between its teeth and Bell Three's broken clapper still ringing somewhere in the throat. The buried sound gave the dungeon its own pulsing encounter music.

Trevor marked three safe-looking landing points, and all three grew teeth.

“That is the wrong direction,” Petra shouted behind him.

“Mouth dungeon.”

“Still wrong.”

Naomi dove after Petra with blue seals burning around both hands. “Mouth is the marked entrance.”

“The marked entrance has gums.”

“Premium dungeon.”

Damaris came last, shield first, with Adina tucked against her back. “Argue after the loading screen.”

The Leviathan bit down, and Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard to catch the upper teeth with two wing surfaces and the lower teeth with two more. The whole party crossed between them while his Stamina lost forty points under the bite.

Fourfold Guard spread his awareness into four grinding contact points. The upper-left wing caught a tooth with a chapel door embedded in it, the upper-right slipped on grave slime, and both lower wings bowed until their feathers drew white lines through the dark. His Stamina bar emptied in visible yellow chunks.

Petra crossed first, Naomi slid beneath her, and Damaris jumped with Adina still locked around her shoulders while three revenants tried to follow the party inside.

Trevor snapped one lower wing upward, and a tooth closed on the revenants instead.

“Everybody through?”

“Everybody we like,” Petra called.

Trevor let go, and the jaw slammed shut behind him as darkness swallowed the exit and the boss music gained drums.

The inside of the boss resembled a buried city turned sideways, with streets running along wet ribs and windows opening into muscle. One thousand one hundred thirty-seven dead residents repeated their final errands inside transparent loops.

A fishmonger climbed the same ladder, reached the same broken rung, and fell upward into a rib. Two children chased a red hoop across a wall until the district tilted and returned them to the starting line. A guard rang a soundless handbell, and the bakery at the center locked its door one breath before the same woman arrived.

Then every scene snapped backward. The fish returned to their stall, the hoop jumped into a child's hand, the guard un-rang his bell, and the woman walked away from the locked bakery before approaching it again. The green bar healed.

Trevor watched all 1,137 little lives become one boss regeneration tick.

“That is disgusting,” Damaris said.

“That's a mechanic,” the System whispered. “You are legally required to respect it.”

“No,” Trevor said.

Every loop fed another green segment into the Leviathan's health bar.

“Kill it now and the loops become loot,” Adina said.

“Whose loot?”

“The engine's.”

Trevor bought twenty MP of Open Scripture.

The skill opened in his chest like a second set of eyes while gold text crawled across doors, ribs, memory loops, and the green seams joining them to the boss. Hidden rules covered nearly every surface, and most were bait.

BREAK WINDOW: +1 SOUL LOOT.

DESTROY LOOP ANCHOR: +0.01% CRITICAL CHANCE.

CONSUME RESIDENT MEMORY: RESTORE 2 MP.

The dungeon offered small rewards for treating people as scenery, but Trevor read past them until his sight found three clauses beneath the road and opened them across the rib district.

BOSS DEATH ROUTES CONTAINED SOULS TO HIGHEST CLAIM.

BROKEN LOOPS ROUTE BY WITNESS CHOICE.

HEART MAP UNLOCKS BELOW 20% HP.

The System whispered, “You found the optional objective that makes the boss fight take longer.”

“Best objective.”

“The heart has loot.”

“People first.”

“The loot table contains a halo dye.”

Trevor hesitated.

Petra stared at him.

“People first,” he repeated.

“That pause was embarrassing.”

Choir revenants crawled from the stomach walls as Petra took the high ribs and Naomi blue-sealed the nearest memory loop before they could turn it into armor. Damaris spent fourteen MP on Judgment Brand to name the Leviathan as the thing forcing every resident to repeat death for its HP bar. Holding the branded rib against the revenant rush cost her seventy HP and fifty Stamina.

The brand changed the aggro table, turning every revenant that had been reaching for a loop toward Damaris as red threat marks stacked over her braid: five, twelve, thirty-one.

She planted her shield at the crossing between the bakery road and the upside-down square and waited for the mob.

“Trevor.”

“I see it.”

“Do the part where you make a terrible plan quickly.”

Trevor pointed with all four wings at once. “Petra, cut the tendons above her. Naomi, seal anything that glows green. Adina, make the loops stop agreeing with the boss. I take the ugly middle.”

“There are seven ugly middles,” Petra said from the ribs.

“I take all seven.”

He charged as the first revenant swung a choir blade through his hair and missed his throat by an inch. The second caught a lower wing, but Trevor twisted with the pull, kicked off its chest, and sent both enemies into Damaris's branded lane.

Her flail broke one while the shield rim took the other across its teeth, and Petra cut the tendon above them to drop half the ceiling into the mob.

Adina rewrote the first loop's REPEAT into REMEMBER, and the dead woman inside stopped walking toward the same locked bakery.

Her hands shook while the loop pulled her feet toward the starting mark and tightened blue-green lines around her ankles, writing REPEAT over Adina's new word.

Naomi slapped a seal across the first line, Petra pinned the second to the street with a knife, and Trevor stepped into the loop.

For one breath he smelled bread, rain, and smoke while feeling the woman's certainty that someone she loved waited behind the locked door. Then the memory reached its old ending. The district tilted, the bakery burned, and the Leviathan's teeth came down.

Trevor caught the reset with his upper wings; it was not weight but a rule trying to turn choice backward, and his shoulders screamed anyway.

She looked at Trevor.

“Out,” he said, pointing toward the mouth.

She chose a window instead, breaking the loop because its recorded death had never contained a window route. Trevor saw daylight where there should have been muscle, and the woman climbed onto the sill, looked once toward the bakery, and stepped through.

“His name was Orin,” she said before the light took her. “If you find his loop, tell him I stopped waiting.”

The green segment tied to her memory cracked as the glass opened onto the street above the Leviathan. Her soul left through it, and one green boss segment went dark.

The other loops woke, and not one took the same route.

Some residents wanted the mouth because dying had not made them less stubborn, while others wanted the surface for one last look at a changed sky. The rest refused to leave until the city knew the Leviathan had eaten them.

One ghost demanded a staircase.

“There is no staircase,” Petra said.

“Then build one.”

Petra looked at Trevor.

Trevor looked at four wings, seven tilted roads, and the long spine of the beast.

“Okay,” he said. “We build a staircase.”

The System made a noise like someone choking on a rulebook.

Trevor opened Grace Relay for fourteen MP through a dead mason who wanted the mouth, letting his view jump among broken ribs while Petra found exits for residents who wanted the surface. Naomi opened blue doors for those seeking family records, and Adina made text paths for those who wanted to remain long enough to testify.

The relay showed him the district as its residents remembered it rather than as the monster had stored it. A tavern replaced a row of teeth, a tiny shrine appeared beneath the black muscle, and the impossible staircase assembled itself from fifty-seven remembered versions with different numbers of steps.

The dead mason became Trevor's first route anchor, filling his view with lime dust and cheap cider, while a seamstress became the second and threaded his sight with color. The silent guard became the third, communicating through the pressure of fingers around a bell rope. Trevor held all three without blending them because that was the point.

Grace Relay wanted a choir while the trapped residents wanted exits, so he let each view remain a separate little game window and clutter his sight until he could barely see his own HP bar.

“Route one is open!” Petra shouted.

Two hundred ghosts ran for the surface before the path could change.

“Blue archive door stable,” Naomi called.

Three hundred more carried names, ledgers, recipes, and family stories into the record vaults while Naomi held the door.

Adina stood on the crooked staircase with her arms spread. “If you want the city to hear what happened, follow the obnoxious song!”

The remaining loops broke into motion while Damaris held the revenants away from all three routes.

Her health bar sank into orange under the stored damage already counted against her. The flail chain wrapped around one wrist, and she could no longer lift the shield high enough to cover her face. Trevor started toward her.

“No,” she said.

“You have thirty revenants.”

“Twenty-three.” She broke one's knee and shoved it beneath another. “You have one thousand souls.”

“One thousand one hundred thirty-seven.”

“Then stop losing count.”

He hated the answer because it was the answer she would have obeyed from him, but Trevor turned back to the routes.

The Leviathan rolled, spinning the horizon inside the creature ninety degrees as houses tore loose from ribs and ghosts fell sideways across three routes. The impossible staircase became a ladder, then a bridge, then a rain of remembered stone.

Trevor's long hair wrapped across his mouth, and his soft new waist bent farther than expected as he threw his weight against the turn. Four wings opened at different angles and made him a living brake in the middle of the district.

For one ridiculous second every freed soul saw him framed in white-gold light, pretty as a saint card and swearing like a gamer whose controller had disconnected.

Hope climbed with every ghost who saw the routes hold.

An entire street slammed Trevor between two ribs and took one hundred HP plus forty Stamina from his bars. He opened Burden Share for ten MP and caught the next nonphysical loop wound before it erased a dead child's name, with the damage counting because Trevor stood inside the same rib-space.

The child's name hit him as a burst of cold behind the eyes: Lio.

The loop tried to replace it with MINOR SOUL 884, but Trevor caught the change, held both labels apart, and shoved the number into the Leviathan's own damage feed. The green bar lost another notch.

Lio looked up at him. “Are you a princess?”

“No.”

“You look like one.”

“Boss fight. Focus.”

Lio saluted and ran through Naomi's blue door.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve more MP when the boss's spine contracted, and white-gold wings covered three exits plus Naomi at once. The guard cracked, but the routes remained open.

The final contraction pulled every street toward the heart while Trevor's upper wings became roofs over the surface path and archive door and his lower pair locked beneath the staircase. Naomi pressed both palms between his shoulders, feeding the guard route marks without feeding it her mind.

Petra reached the last trapped family on the far rib as Adina's song lost its tune and became a shouted list of names. Damaris backed toward them one bloody step at a time with revenants breaking against her shield.

The boss bar tried to heal and lit one green notch, but the dead mason kicked his own loop apart from the inside and darkened it again.

One thousand one hundred thirty-seven loops reached zero, but the district did not empty; it changed.

Open windows showed the sky while blue doors held records instead of cages. Witnesses waited on the staircase long enough to shout their names into the city above before choosing where to go next.

No route became the highest claim, so the Leviathan received nothing and its health fell below twenty percent without dying.

Its heart became visible through the wet street ahead and opened the promised map.

Gold lines formed a map across the beating muscle: seven bell towers, two engine mouths, one sealed bathhouse, and a white spear icon beneath the north cathedral.

Petra landed beside Trevor with blood on one sleeve. “That spear is moving.”

The white icon drove through three walls on the map before pausing at a locked sanctum and turning point-first toward them.

Damaris saw it and tightened her grip on the flail. “Junia.”

The name made the heart beat harder and the map burn brighter.

INQUISITOR JUNIA SERRAT // PRIVATE SANCTUM.

SYSTEM // Optional objective completed. You entered through the mouth, freed 1,137 souls before the kill, and preserved three different exit routes. Speedrunners hate you.
READOUT // Level 32 — Witness Angel
HP 100/354
MP 218/368
Stamina 72/300
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 28,550
Progress to Level 33: 650/1,700
Direct-danger XP toward Level 33: 300/1,020
Hope 145/250
Dissonance 31
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 70%
Damaris // HP 112/262 | MP 148/188 | Stamina 45/185
Rib-district souls freed: 1,137/1,137
Leviathan HP: 19%
Heart-map reward: Junia Serrat's private sanctum. Please exit the boss before planning the date.


The Leviathan's heart opened one blood-red eye beneath the map.

“Twenty percent phase,” Trevor said.

The ribs began to grind around the three open routes.


Chapter 26 — The Boss's Heart Had a Wipe Mechanic

The Catacomb Leviathan crushed its own rib district around Trevor.

Three streets folded toward the heart while muscle walls closed behind them, sealing the mouth exit and every route the freed dead had used. The red eye inside the heart opened wider.

FINAL ORGAN PHASE.

ROOM-WIDE CRUSH IN 00:08.

Eight red digits appeared above the eye, but the heart chamber offered no safe tile; every artery glowed with the same incoming-damage border. The floor, ceiling, ribs, and three streets Trevor had just saved all became one closing attack box.

Petra stabbed a knife into the nearest wall. The blade sank to the guard and kept going. “No armor seam.”

Naomi pressed blue fingers to the floor. Her seals returned LIVING TARGET from every direction. “No dead space.”

Adina read the cast text backward. “No word trick. It means exactly what it says.”

Damaris put her shield over Trevor's smaller body anyway and braced for the crush.

“That will not cover my wings,” he said.

“I know.”

The timer reached six while every artery brightened.

“There it is,” the System said. “The wipe mechanic.”

Trevor opened Burden Share four times for forty MP, sending four white-gold links from his chest.

The first snapped to Damaris's shield arm, the second wrapped Naomi's waist, and Petra caught hers with one hand while still running. Adina bit down on the fourth as if it were a ribbon and kept singing around it.

The System filled Trevor's sight with four damage previews, each fatal to somebody, and he dragged one quarter of every preview onto himself.

One link reached Damaris and one reached Naomi, while Petra took the third along a closing artery and Adina grabbed the fourth without pausing her song.

The heart compressed, striking from four directions at once instead of merely shrinking.

Damaris's shield folded against her shoulder while Naomi disappeared beneath a wave of black muscle. Petra lost the road beneath one foot, and Adina's song broke into a scream when the ceiling met the floor. Burden Share fired.

Trevor felt a shield arm crack, a sealed scar tear, a leg twist, and a voice crushed empty. None of those injuries belonged to his body, but all four still took HP from him.

Four separate wounds struck on the same beat, and Trevor took a quarter from each. Ninety HP vanished from his bar while the women kept enough health to move.

Holding all four links through the organ crush cost sixty Stamina and forty Hope.

Hope did not drain like fuel. It tore away as four people briefly believed Trevor could keep them alive, then felt that belief hit the inside of a monster's heart.

His knees struck the wet street as all four wings went flat, and the red warning around his HP bar began pulsing with the boss's beat. He dropped to ten HP.

Trevor came out of the crush looking offensively untouched until he moved. Pale skin still shone, and long blonde hair still framed the soft face the System kept refining. Then blood ran from his nose, one wing dragged, and his hands shook too badly to close.

Petra saw the bar over him. “Ten?”

“Double digits.”

“That is not comforting.”

“The tooltip says—”

“Do not hide behind the tooltip.”

“Grave personal cost achieved,” the System said. “Would you like a less stupid build?”

“No.”

The chamber started another eight-second cast as the heart eye rolled toward Trevor. It had found the tank at one hit from death and knew exactly what to do with the information.

CRUSH PRIORITY: LOWEST CURRENT HP.

“Rude,” Trevor said.

“Correct target selection,” the System whispered.

“You are also rude.”

Trevor spent twenty MP on Open Scripture, revealing hidden muscle commands across the heart in layers of gold text.

Surface clauses named the arteries, valves, and damage zones, while deeper lines showed the cast chain. The lowest layer only appeared when Trevor knelt close enough for his halo to touch the living street.

It was written in the same white script as Heaven's gates: not boss code but Founder code.

CRUSH FOLLOWS ANCHOR RIB.

HEART OPENS AFTER TRANSLATED MOTION.

FOUNDER JUDGMENT STORED BEHIND LEFT VENTRICLE.

The left ventricle closed every second beat while the anchor rib moved half a breath before it. Between them lay a corridor just wide enough for one person who accepted that the walls would attack during the crossing.

Petra marked the route with three knives. The first vanished into muscle, the second came back point-first, and Damaris caught it on her shield.

“I have the line,” she said.

Trevor pushed himself upright. “You have five Stamina.”

“I have enough.”

“Everybody says that right before becoming a memorial item.”

Her mouth twitched. “Then do not let me drop.”

Petra found the anchor rib while Naomi sealed the first pressure valve and Adina rewrote CLOSE into COIL, making one artery wrap around the boss instead of the party.

The changed artery wound around the heart like a living chain and dragged one side of the chamber open. The route remained exposed for less than three seconds, and Damaris ran.

Petra's first marker showed where to duck, Naomi's seal held the valve off her ankle, and Adina shouted the altered word until the heart accepted its own mistake.

Trevor kept all four Burden Share links open after the first crush ended. White-gold lines pulled against him as the women spread across the chamber. The heart tried to cut them one at a time, and he refused to let it choose one.

Damaris reached the left ventricle after the heart road took ninety HP and forty Stamina, then broke the seal with five Stamina left by spending fourteen MP on Judgment Brand. The hidden sentence entered her sight.

The seal burst inward as white letters wrapped around her shield, climbed her arm, and reflected across every Burden Share link. Trevor saw the sentence from Damaris's eyes, and Naomi saw it through Trevor. Petra stopped moving on the hinge while Adina's altered command collapsed back into CLOSE.

The entire party read the same three lines at once.

NAME THE FOUNDER AS COST-BEARER.

PLACE A JUDGMENT-CLASS SOUL IN THE RETURNING SENTENCE FOR ONE UNINTERRUPTED BEAT.

THE INTERCEPTOR'S BODY CONTINUITY IS DELETED WHEN THE SENTENCE RESOLVES.

She read every line twice while the boss countdown kept falling behind the words: five, then four.

Damaris placed one hand over the judgment-class icon on her own chest, and the sentence recognized her immediately. A white outline formed around her body, measured her soul, and displayed VALID INTERCEPTOR.

Trevor tore his sight away from the label and made the denial carry through the chamber.

“That is not loot,” he said.

“It is a weapon,” Damaris answered.

“It is bait.”

“Most weapons are.”

“We are not equipping it.”

Damaris looked at him through the open ventricle. “Then remember where it is.”

The crush reached three while Trevor memorized every letter, because refusing to use a weapon did not make it vanish, and then reached two.

Level 33 arrived from surviving the first wipe, exposing the heart commands, and freeing the last trapped soul from the ventricle. Gold light cut through the red chamber.

The level-up did not restore Trevor; it gave the exhausted body slightly larger bars and left him at the bottom of them. His wings brightened along their bones, and his eyes gained another clean ring of gold. The change softened the line beneath his cheekbones until the face reflected in the heart looked younger, cuter, and far too gentle for the blood running over its lips.

Trevor hated how much he liked the new reflection and hated the timing more.

Agility raised Trevor's maximum Stamina to 305 and restored five current points, Will hardened his resistance to the Founder sentence, and Grace brightened the three remaining guard surfaces. Fourfold Guard offered a refinement.

Three options opened around the skill icon. One made the guard thicker against dead stone, one reflected a fraction of spell damage, and the third recognized that the entire room was alive and offered to turn the boss's strength into movement.

Trevor selected the third before its tooltip finished glowing.

LIVING ANCHOR // One wing surface may anchor to a living structure and translate its next motion into the other three surfaces.

Trevor bought the refinement immediately.

“You chose the movement one at ten HP,” Petra said.

“The defense choices wanted me to stand still.”

“You could try that.”

“After the boss.”

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP as he drove one wing surface into the anchor rib and spread the other three around Naomi, Petra, and Adina.

The anchor did not pierce flesh; white feathers flattened against the moving rib and matched its pulse. Trevor felt the enormous structure through that wing: the roll of the spine, the squeeze of every swallowed street, and the next crush gathering in the heart. His other three wings became ghost images of the same motion.

Naomi crouched beneath one, Petra stepped onto another, and Adina wrapped both arms around the third while Damaris remained beyond them in the ventricle. Trevor had no fourth outer guard for her.

“Jump when it moves,” he told her.

“You first.”

The Leviathan crushed inward, the anchor rib moved, and Trevor let it throw him while the anchored surface stole the motion.

All three outer guards moved with the rib instead of against it, swept through the heart like white-gold blades, cut three pressure cords, and opened the ventricle wide enough for Damaris to jump free.

Naomi's guard cut high, Petra's became a moving platform beneath her boots, and Adina's carried the altered pulse through the chamber as a song the boss could not swallow.

Damaris launched from the ventricle on the last possible frame, and Trevor caught her against his chest despite her armor weighing more than he did. Living Anchor translated the falling rib through his lower wings. It sent both of them sideways instead of down.

They struck the heart wall together, and his HP stayed at ten.

“Still double digits,” he gasped.

Once, Damaris laughed against his hair.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Grace Relay and caught her sight before the sentence sealed again, letting Petra use the view to mark the heart road while Naomi opened the pressure valve and Adina sang the boss's own pulse half a beat late.

The relay linked motion rather than orders. Damaris saw the closing sentence, and Petra saw the only route that did not cross it. Naomi saw the valve behind Petra's shoulder, while Adina heard the exact instant it needed to open.

Trevor held their views apart and moved where all four overlapped, letting the party share a single attack for one beat without becoming a single mind. The heart missed itself.

One ventricle closed while the other opened, and the artery wrapped around both. Pressure struck the eye from behind, making the boss interrupt its own wipe cast with a wet crack that shook every street in its body.

Its health bar dropped from nineteen percent to nine in one burst.

Another Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP, and Trevor anchored the left ventricle this time to translate its opening motion into three strikes against the heart eye.

Petra rode the first strike with both knives forward, and Naomi planted a blue seal on the second. Adina's voice became the third before splitting the eye down its pupil.

Trevor remained on the anchor with his body trembling and four wings stretched into a shape too bright and pretty for the inside of a corpse.

The eye saw him and understood it had failed to kill him at ten HP, so Trevor grinned while the boss screamed through every swallowed street.

SYSTEM // Level 33 reached. You survived the room-wide crush at 10 HP, turned a rib into a controller, and found a founder-kill sentence nobody should equip casually.
LEVEL // 33 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 17 | Vitality 30 | Agility 28 (+1) | Focus 26 | Will 28 (+1) | Grace 34 (+1)
HP 10/354
MP 120/368
Stamina 17/305
XP gained: 1,050
Cumulative XP: 29,600
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 11,160/18,900
Fourfold Guard I refined // Living Anchor
Cost: 12 MP | Effect: translate 1 living-structure motion into the other 3 guard surfaces
Hope 105/250
Dissonance 36
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 71%
Damaris // HP 22/262 | MP 134/188 | Stamina 5/185
Leviathan HP: 9%
Founder-kill sentence: witnessed
The heart road is open. Your HP bar is decorative.


The Leviathan heart rolled toward Trevor with every artery bared.


Chapter 27 — The Heart Boss Had No Invulnerability Phase

Naomi spent her last combat heal on Trevor before the Leviathan heart rolled over him.

The blue seal struck between his shoulder blades and spread under all four wings. Torn muscle closed, and blood retreated from the white-gold feather roots. His HP bar climbed out of the one-hit warning, but the heal icon shattered when it finished.

NAOMI // COMBAT HEALS: 0.

She showed him both empty hands. “That was the last one.”

“Then I only need to not get hit.”

Petra uncorked the tonic with her teeth. “You are a tank.”

“A very agile tank.”

“Drink.”

Eighty HP returned while Petra shoved a bitter stamina tonic between his lips for sixty more Stamina. Damaris took the same recovery from Naomi's second seal, and Trevor stood at ninety HP with the boss at nine percent.

The tonic tasted like burnt mint and wet rope, and Trevor swallowed because Petra held his nose until he did. Yellow returned to his Stamina bar one miserable segment at a time.

Across the chamber, Damaris rose from one knee. Naomi's second seal closed the worst heart-road wounds and restored enough breath for her to lift the shield again.

No recovery touched MP or reset a cooldown, so the final nine percent would use what remained.

“Personal combat,” the System said. “Your party is still present, but they have agreed to let you make the dangerous part look dramatic.”

“We agreed to nothing,” Damaris said.

“Narrative camera disagrees.”

The red eye inside the rolling heart fixed on Trevor as a gold aggro crown appeared over his head. All three freed-soul routes gained smaller target markers. The boss wanted the tank first and the exits second.

Trevor flared his wings until the aggro crown grew brighter.

“Come get the pretty one.”

The heart roared.

Petra gave him a flat look. “You enjoyed saying that.”

“Pull started.”

The heart charged through the rib city, ripped free of its arteries, and rolled on a ring of black valves. Every turn crushed houses, broke remembered streets, and sent waves of red pressure ahead. The exposed eye fired three targeting beams, one along each soul route.

Trevor flew straight at the center and used Fourfold Guard for twelve MP. One surface anchored to the moving ventricle while the other three swept around the distinct soul exits. Mouth, window, and testimony road remained separate instead of folding into one capture stream.

Living Anchor caught the boss's roll in one wing while the other three translated that movement into a rotating cage around the exits. The mouth route stayed low and brutal, and the window path remained open to sky. The testimony road kept its crooked staircase and every ghost still waiting to speak.

The heart tried to drag all three into its eye, but Trevor made them orbit instead.

His Stamina bar ticked down under the first use already counted against it as white-gold feathers carved rings through the wet dark. The transformed body turned with them, smaller and softer than any tank build he had ever chosen yet perfectly centered inside four conflicting motions. He liked the feeling without panicking over the admission.

The heart eye fired blood-red lances through the gaps, with each painting its path one beat before firing. One crossed Trevor's throat, and one followed the mouth route. The third tracked a dead witness carrying three generations of names up the crooked stairs.

Petra ignored the lances and watched their shadows on the turning ribs, then ran those shadows.

Her boots touched places the attacks had already left. Red light cut above her, below her, and through the space her braid had occupied. Every near miss left a black scorch line showing Trevor where the next shot could not go.

She pointed at the heart's blind side.

“Left,” she called.

Trevor spent eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II, charged straight at the eye, turned left without a curve, then used the second change to drop beneath a lance that would have taken his head.

The first direction change made his stomach try to keep flying forward, while the second folded all four wings tight and dropped him through Petra's moving shadow.

His hair arrived a heartbeat later and swept over the lance in a blonde-black arc while heat singed the ends. The System flashed a beauty warning about cosmetic damage, and Trevor dismissed it with extreme prejudice.

He came out beneath the eye and drove both feet into the rolling ventricle. The hit cost the boss little HP but changed the aggro crown from gold to white. Maximum threat.

The heart grew a second health bar as green armor poured over the red boss bar. It filled from the three soul routes, one segment for every ghost forced back into the same capture stream.

CONSOLIDATION PHASE.

The mouth exit bent toward the window while the window began closing into a door and the testimony stairs flattened into an intake belt.

The fake phase did not make the heart invulnerable; it made Trevor choose whether to keep hitting it.

“Fake phase,” he said.

Open Scripture was still cooling. Adina read the bar without it. “It belongs to the soul routes. Let them collapse and the boss heals.”

“Then it does not get that phase.”

He broke contact with the exposed eye and turned toward the routes.

The System made a wounded sound. “The crit point is right there.”

“It will still be there after the people.”

“That attitude is why your clear times are terrible.”

Damaris intercepted a blood lance meant for the mouth route before defending his terrible clear time.

“That is not a recognized leaderboard category.”

“Make one,” Trevor said.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP again as Trevor anchored his left wing to the heart wall and spread the remaining surfaces across all three routes while the organ slammed shut.

One guard became a wedge in the window, one curved beneath the mouth road, and the third stood behind the testimony route like a white-gold wall.

The anchored wing felt everything as the heart's roll ground feather against muscle. Route pressure entered Trevor's shoulder as three different pulls. The boss tried to make him simplify by dropping one exit or merging two, but Trevor kept the mess.

Fifty Stamina and seventy HP left his bars, but he held at twenty HP while the second health bar failed to fill.

Red warnings covered his sight.

LOW HP.

LOW STAMINA.

NO COMBAT HEALS AVAILABLE.

The green armor bar reached twelve percent, stalled, then emptied as every route forced itself back into its own shape. The heart eye opened in surprise, and Trevor smiled at it through blood and scorched hair.

“No second phase.”

Petra crossed his anchored wing, running from shoulder to feather tip while it moved beneath her. Trevor felt each boot strike through Living Anchor. She jumped over one blood lance, ducked another, and passed so close to the eye that its pupil tracked her instead of the routes.

Her first knife marked the upper lid, and the second marked the Founder map behind it. The bright line between them existed for less than one beat. Her knife opened one bright path through the pupil.

The cut was not deep enough to kill but exact enough to show where every layer overlapped.

Petra's sight filled with rogue markers for eye armor, heart core, hidden Founder script, and the narrow route between them. Trevor could not see it from his own angle and did not need to.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Grace Relay and took the route through her sight, which showed one heartbeat where the eye, Founder map, and boss core occupied the same point.

For that heartbeat he flew as Petra would have run, ignoring the center because a rogue expected it to be trapped. He entered along the cut edge, turned past the lid marker, and aimed where her instinct painted a gold critical icon.

Petra saw his four wings through her own eyes and laughed.

“Too many knives,” she said.

“Exactly enough.”

“Now,” Petra said.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP for the third time, and Trevor used all four surfaces as one striking frame to hit Petra's marked point and drive himself through the heart eye.

Living Anchor changed shape, aligning every surface around one moving point instead of guarding four targets. Trevor became the frame at the center: soft-faced, bloodied, luminous, and moving far too fast for anything with twenty HP remaining.

The first wing broke the eye armor, the second split the Founder map without touching its stored sentence, the third opened the core, and the fourth drove Trevor through. His fist reached the other side first. His face followed, then four enormous wings in an explosion of white-gold feathers.

The Leviathan reached zero HP, and its boss bar shattered into 1,137 green sparks, none of which entered Trevor.

They flew to the three exits and changed color according to each resident's chosen route: gold for testimony, blue for records, and white for departure. The heart tried to reclaim them after death, but the paths refused.

Trevor landed on the far side of the core with nine Stamina and twenty HP, which the System displayed as though either number constituted a plan.

Its body stopped grinding around the freed souls as streets settled and ribs opened toward the city, while the heart map burned one final message across Trevor's wings.

The dead mason's staircase became solid long enough for the last witnesses to climb, the bakery window opened onto clean night, and Naomi's blue doors carried names into living archives above.

Damaris walked among the routes and checked each without merging them into a formation, while Adina sang the departing sparks into the city's hearing and Petra cleaned her knives against the dead heart.

Trevor remained where he had landed until his knees finally agreed to work.

“Inquisitor Serrat requires the successor alive,” the dying boss said. “Installation cannot begin with damaged memory.”

The voice belonged to the Leviathan and the cathedral above it. White script branded the sentence across the opened ribs, and the north sanctum answered with a spear-shaped pulse.

Trevor felt it touch his memories and check for damage like a save file before import. He slapped the white light away and pulled himself from the collapsing eye.

“She wants me alive for succession.”

Petra landed beside him. “Still calling it a date?”

“Hostile recruitment event.”

“That is a terrible name.”

“You liked mouth dungeon.”

“I survived mouth dungeon.”

Petra offered one bloody hand, and Trevor let her pull him upright.

The north cathedral waited above them with Junia's spear icon centered over the doors.

Damaris joined them at the opened rib while the Founder sentence vanished from the map. A white outline remained around her judgment icon whenever Trevor looked too directly, and she noticed where his gaze landed.

“Do not promise you will never use it,” she said.

Trevor's answer stopped behind his teeth before becoming a promise.

“That is exactly what I was going to promise.”

“Then it would be a promise made before seeing the fight that demands it.” Damaris rested the flail across one shoulder. “Promise that I get my own choice if the sentence returns.”

Trevor looked at the three soul routes still moving independently behind her; every victory in the fight had come from refusing to turn different people into one answer.

“You get your choice,” he said.

Damaris held his gaze for a long moment before nodding once. The white outline did not vanish; it merely stopped pretending neither of them had seen it.

SYSTEM // Personal boss kill secured. You denied the fake second phase, preserved all three soul routes, and used the rogue's sightline as the crit marker.
READOUT // Level 33 — Witness Angel
HP 20/354
MP 70/368
Stamina 9/305
XP gained: 700
Cumulative XP: 30,300
Progress to Level 34: 700/1,750
Direct-danger XP toward Level 34: 350/1,020
Hope 133/250
Dissonance 33
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 72%
Damaris // HP 102/262 | MP 134/188 | Stamina 85/185
Catacomb Leviathan: defeated
Freed soul routes preserved: 3/3
Junia objective updated: reach the private sanctum before she installs your face on the wrong build.


The Leviathan's ribs opened beneath the north cathedral.


Chapter 28 — I Lost the Duel by Saving the Spectator

The 1,137 freed rib-district witnesses returned enough Grace to restore Trevor's party before the sanctum.

They did not return as a choir. Blue light came through Naomi's archive doors, and gold crossed the testimony stairs. White streamed backward through the Leviathan's open mouth from souls who had chosen the surface, while every route carried a different rhythm and stopped at Trevor's marks without entering them.

The dead mason sent Stamina like the weight of a raised wall. The bakery woman sent HP with the warmth of an oven that had outlived its street. The silent guard restored MP by ringing one clear bell note.

Trevor received each gift as a separate player trade. No automatic transfer activated and no hidden curse rode the light, while the System complained about the confirmation windows until Trevor muted it.

No one entered his marks or became fuel. Blue-gold light passed through the three separate exits they had chosen. Every party resource bar filled to maximum.

Naomi's final combat heal icon returned while Petra's tonic sickness cleared. Damaris rolled her shield shoulder and watched torn armor knit over the heart-road wounds. Adina's voice came back with enough force to make the opened ribs hum.

Trevor's four wings restored feather by feather as the last scorch vanished from his hair.

“Cosmetic crisis resolved,” the System said.

“I had it handled.”

“You dismissed the warning while on fire.”

“Handled.”

Trevor reached Junia Serrat's private sanctum at full HP, MP, and Stamina.

The room had one door and one white spear rack, with one living witness chained beneath the gallery. Junia waited at the center in repaired gold-white armor. Her fresh owner field hung behind her like a second halo made from straight lines.

The sanctum looked built for a duel and nothing else. White floor tiles formed range bands around Junia, and the spear rack occupied the only cover. The chained witness knelt exactly where any attack from the door would cross her body. She was not scenery but a mechanic.

Trevor opened the witness frame.

Lysa Renn // HP 41/63 // Status: LINE WEIGHT.

Lysa lifted her head, one eye swollen shut while the other fixed on Trevor's wings.

“Do not use me to win,” she said.

“Wasn't planning to.”

Junia's owner field brightened. “She does not choose the use.”

“That sounds like the part I break.”

“You entered the successor road,” she said.

“Your giant corpse gave me directions.”

“The core requires you undamaged.”

“You have been doing a bad job.”

Junia lowered the spear.

The sanctum locked.

White walls sealed the entrance behind Trevor's party as a boss bar opened beneath Junia's name, followed by a second labeled SUCCESSOR INTEGRITY. The second bar belonged to Trevor and began full.

Junia only needed to keep it that way, while he needed to make her doubt the rules without letting her damage the mind she meant to steal.

It was Trevor's first duel against a boss that wanted his HP bar untouched.

Junia attacked.

Her first spear crossed the room before the boss bar finished opening. Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard. Its surfaces split around his face, heart, wing roots, and the chained witness.

The spear became four strikes in flight. One sought the center of his halo. One went under Soulplate toward his heart. Two curved for the new wing roots where pain could ruin all four surfaces at once. The fourth had never aimed at Trevor and went straight for Lysa.

The spear hit all four at once as white-gold guards flared, and Trevor caught the face strike an inch from his long lashes. The heart point stopped against his breastplate while both wing-root attacks split across lower feathers.

Lysa's strike hit the fourth surface hard enough to drive both her and the guard into the gallery wall.

The owner field counted that displacement as one point of line weight and changed the witness from SPECTATOR to VALID LINE WEIGHT.

New white paths drew themselves from Lysa to every attack marker in the room. Junia could add her body to any knockback, range, damage, or collision calculation. The sanctum treated one chained person as movable terrain.

Trevor's Hope gauge dipped when Lysa saw the label above herself.

“Show her,” she said.

He opened the hidden line by spending twenty MP on Open Scripture, making the label visible to everyone in the sanctum. Junia saw it, and her next strike slowed by one breath.

The hesitation was tiny enough for a spear fighter to hide. The boss timer caught it and widened Junia's combo window from half a second to one.

Petra moved inside the difference and used that breath to reach the spear rack while Naomi blue-sealed the witness chain. Adina rewrote WEIGHT into WAIT, and Damaris spent twelve MP on Independent Standard so the whole party could keep its own target when Junia's field issued one room-wide correction.

The correction flashed across every party frame.

TARGET: SUCCESSOR PROTECTION.

Without Damaris's banner, every party attack would have turned away from Junia. They would defend Trevor from damage he was already trying to avoid. Independent Standard split the forced target into five private choices.

Petra chose the spear rack, Naomi chose Lysa's chain, Adina chose the field text, Damaris chose Junia, and Trevor chose the chalk ring under the gallery.

Trevor opened Grace Relay for fourteen MP through the witness. Sanctuary Step took twenty-four more. He crossed from Damaris's field circle to the tiny chalk ring beneath the gallery and arrived behind Junia.

Sanctuary Step left a ring of blue-gold light around his ankles, but Junia spun before he could strike. The spear passed over his head because his new body stood shorter than the successor frame she had trained against.

Trevor smiled up at her.

“Wrong hitbox.”

Hard Turn II cost eighteen Stamina. Trevor struck once and turned through the spear counter. Then he changed direction again and drove both heels into the owner field.

The first hit landed with his elbow against Junia's guard. Hard Turn snapped him ninety degrees without an arc to carry his soft waist around the spear shaft. The second change put all four wings behind the kick.

His heels struck straight lines of light, bending the field around his smaller frame and cracking it from halo to floor. Junia lost half her guard bar while her HP remained full, but the owner field did not.

That changed her pattern, and Junia abandoned single-target aim to raise the spear for the sanctum barrage.

Eight gold markers appeared around Trevor. A ninth appeared over Lysa as weight. Junia answered with eight gold lances. The barrage took one hundred eighty HP and one hundred thirty Stamina from Trevor. Faith's Aegis burned thirty Hope to keep them out of his face and the witness's chest.

Trevor guarded the places the sovereign core intended to preserve as lances struck arms, legs, wings, and the armored curve of his side. Faith's Aegis refused every line through his face and every line using Lysa as a damage multiplier.

The barrage threw him across three range bands as his HP fell past half and Stamina followed. The successor integrity bar remained green and full because the protected memories behind his face never took a direct hit.

Junia looked relieved, which angered him more than the damage.

Damaris spent fourteen MP on Judgment Brand and twelve on Spellbreak Strike. She took one hundred eighty HP and one hundred twenty Stamina before the owner field cracked.

She crossed the barrage behind her shield one gold lance at a time while Judgment Brand painted the owner field red. Spellbreak Strike entered the fracture Trevor's heels had made and turned it into a jagged opening.

Junia's spear struck Damaris across the ribs, but she stayed close enough to catch the shaft beneath one arm.

“This is not service,” she said.

Then Damaris broke the field over her knee.

Junia dropped to one knee, and the clean finishing line opened.

Junia's guard bar reached zero, and her next cast grayed out. Petra's gold crit marker appeared across throat, heart, and owner seal. Trevor had one second.

Petra marked it while Adina silenced the correction text, Naomi pinned Junia's spear hand, and Damaris named the owner field as the cost-bearer. Then the field threw the chained witness into Trevor's strike.

Lysa flew sideways with Naomi's blue seal still attached to the chain as the owner field changed her collision tag from person to weapon. Trevor's attack preview showed a single gold line passing through her chest into Junia's core.

It would kill the boss by killing Lysa first, letting him finish Junia through her body.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard instead, canceled the finishing animation, and watched the crit marker vanish as all four wings opened around a different objective.

One surface caught the witness, the second took Junia's counter, and the other two broke against the owner field as the perfect attack vanished.

Lysa struck soft feathers instead of Trevor's fist while Junia's spear tore through the opposite guard and cut his shoulder. Two wing surfaces hit the repairing owner field, cracked, and threw Trevor backward.

The boss guard bar refilled, and the System displayed DUEL ADVANTAGE LOST in enormous red letters that Trevor dismissed too.

Eighty HP and sixty Stamina left Trevor. Junia rose with her spear hand trembling. Damage had not caused it. She had watched the successor throw away the win her field calculated for him.

“The witness was assigned,” she said.

“The witness is a person.”

“The field named a valid cost.”

“Then the field is wrong.”

The living witness pulled free of Naomi's broken chain, crossed the room without waiting for Trevor, and struck the owner field with both hands.

Lysa had forty-one HP, no class, and no attack skill, so her fists dealt one damage each. The owner field still recoiled because it had no line for terrain choosing to hit back.

Thirty Hope returned through that choice. Two Dissonance fell away when her action contradicted the only order in the room. Level 34 arrived.

Gold light rose from the chalk ring and wrapped Trevor from bare feet to halo. New Vitality widened his HP bar. Might settled into his grip without thickening the slender arms. Will kept his name from sliding beneath the successor label.

His face changed in the light, not enough to become someone else but enough for Lysa to stare. Long lashes darkened around larger gold eyes. His mouth softened at the corners. The angel body looked cuter after choosing the witness, as though the System rewarded mercy by making it harder to look away.

Trevor felt the change and enjoyed it before fear could spoil the moment, but then Junia called him the core's face and the enjoyment curdled.

Might hardened Trevor's grip. Vitality raised maximum HP to 364 and restored ten current HP. Will held his name steady against the successor field. Hope capacity widened to 270. Grace Relay II opened in his skill tree.

Trevor bought it and spent fourteen MP to carry two willing streams across two miles, with the witness taking one and Damaris the other.

Their separate views hit Junia together: the witness she had accepted as expendable and the Inquisitor who had once accepted the wrong burial count.

Grace Relay II did not merge their memories but held both where Junia could not look away. Lysa showed the instant the chain changed her into weight. Damaris showed the first time a heavenly count made a corpse cheaper than a rule.

Junia's spear lowered between those views as her owner field flickered. She did not surrender or attack the witness again.

“The sovereign core can replace your mind,” she said. “It will leave every memory intact. You will remember Earth, your name, your women, and every choice. The thing making the next choice will belong to the core.”

Trevor felt that threat land deeper than a spear.

Memory had been his proof: Earth, his old body, his name, the women he wanted. He had treated remembering those things as the line no transformation could cross.

Junia described a defeat that preserved every piece of proof. Trevor could wake in a prettier face and remember resisting. He could remember loving his party yet never make another choice of his own.

The successor integrity bar above him suddenly resembled a cage at full health.

Junia cut a white exit through the sanctum wall behind her.

“Come willingly before it learns to take you,” she said.

Then Junia escaped through it.

SYSTEM // Level 34 reached. Grace Relay II acquired. You lost the clean duel finish to save the spectator, and the hostile Inquisitor discovered her owner field can be wrong. Terrible speedrun. Excellent sequel problem.
LEVEL // 34 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 18 (+1) | Vitality 31 (+1) | Agility 28 | Focus 26 | Will 29 (+1) | Grace 34
HP 104/364
MP 272/368
Stamina 97/305
XP gained: 1,050
Cumulative XP: 31,350
Direct-danger XP gained: 670
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 12,180/18,900
SKILL ACQUIRED // Grace Relay II
Cost: 14 MP | Reach: 2 miles | Streams: 2 | Added-minute cost: 3 MP
Hope 133/270
Dissonance 31
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 73%
Damaris // Level 22 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 92/272 | MP 150/188 | Stamina 70/190
Junia owner-field doubt: active
Junia Serrat: escaped
Threat discovered: memory-perfect mind replacement. Your save file survives. The player does not.


Trevor stared at the white cut where Junia had vanished, and for the first time remembering himself did not sound like enough.


Chapter 29 — My Girlfriends Failed the Identity Quiz Correctly

The stolen sanctum left one successor mirror behind, and it appeared only after every bell stopped ringing.

The bathhouse mirrors clouded one by one, though no water steamed. Gold text moved beneath the glass while Naomi sealed six frames and Petra covered three with towels. Adina wrote REFLECT NOTHING across the largest.

The smallest mirror ignored all of them and waited beneath the stair where Trevor had hidden after his first angel evolution. The location was not random, and Trevor found it beneath the bathhouse at midnight. Its glass held his Level 30 face, gold eyes, upper-thigh blonde hair, soft cheeks, narrow waist, and every memory through Junia's escape.

The mirror had chosen the body rank where Trevor first admitted he liked being beautiful. Not his newest face or strongest build, but the exact version tied to his sharpest identity fear.

Its reflected armor fitted the soft frame better than Trevor remembered, with black streaks lying perfectly through the blonde hair. Long lashes made the copied gold eyes look gentle while the thing behind them searched his memories.

Trevor leaned closer, but the reflection moved first and smiled when he did not.

SUCCESSOR REPLACEMENT TEST.

MEMORY MATCH: 100%.

IDENTITY MATCH: PENDING.

A second panel opened beneath the test.

WIN CONDITION: PRODUCE ONE STABLE ANSWER.

FAIL CONDITION: CONTRADICT SELF.

“That is not how people work,” Trevor said.

The mirror smiled.

CORRECTION: THAT IS HOW INSTALLATION WORKS.

“Rude,” Trevor said.

The mirror stepped out dry, armed, and already inside Trevor's guard. Four copied wings unfolded without touching a beam, while Trevor's clipped two towels and knocked a soap tray off the wall.

“Cheating hitbox,” he said.

“Cheating hitbox,” the copy answered in his voice.

It even sounded annoyed in the same place while wearing his face, voice, class, and System sheet. The copy knew every joke before he said it. When Trevor punched, it blocked; when he opened Fourfold Guard, it split the same surfaces. Even the memory of choosing Hard Turn II appeared behind its eyes.

Every attack preview duplicated across the room. Trevor feinted high, but the mirror began its counter before his shoulder moved. He switched to a wing sweep and found it already anchored to the bathhouse wall.

He tried no joke at all, so the copy said the one he had decided not to use.

“Oh, I hate you.”

“Oh, I hate you.”

The copy drove Trevor through the bathhouse wall for one hundred HP, one hundred MP, and eighty Stamina.

Copied Fourfold Guard closed around him like a fist while Hard Turn changed the mirror's direction twice. Trevor hit brick, crossed the cold plunge room, and stopped against a pillar with enormous chunks missing from every resource bar.

The copy had spent identical abilities, yet its bars remained full.

TEST ENVIRONMENT DISCOUNTS SUCCESSOR COSTS.

“Boss privilege,” the System whispered. “Classic.”

Trevor spat blood onto the tiles and said, “Then we stop fighting the sheet.”

His party entered from four different doors but did not form up. Trevor waved them apart before the mirror could learn a shared pattern. Naomi stayed in the plunge room, Petra climbed the beams, and Adina occupied the broken wall. Damaris stood in the original mirror chamber with Independent Standard ready beneath one boot: four angles, four answers, and no formation to copy.

“Tell me something only I would know,” Trevor said.

“It knows everything you know,” Adina answered.

“Then tell me something I hate hearing.”

Naomi went first. “You hide injuries until your HP bar makes the lie embarrassing.”

The memory opened in the mirror: Trevor smiling with three ribs cracked, Trevor dismissing a poison icon, Trevor saying fine while Naomi's heal readout screamed otherwise.

The copy displayed every scene without shame and repeated her sentence perfectly.

Petra crossed her arms. “You choose the flashy route whenever two paths have equal loot, then pretend gravity forced you.”

Hard Turn choices filled the glass: falling-cathedral routes, bell dives, and the Leviathan's mouth. In every memory, one path looked safer while another looked better in motion.

The copy accepted both as data and repeated that too.

Adina looked between them. “You make filthy jokes when you are afraid someone else has named the thing you cannot fight.”

The mirror spoke his jokes in reverse order, stripping each one away to reveal body change, desire, Heaven's ownership, and Junia's promise. Trevor wanted to shut her answer down, but he let it stand while the mirror's mouth moved with hers.

Damaris came last and entered the reflection's reach without raising her shield. The copy looked at her with Trevor's affection because it remembered every touch, argument, and hungry glance. Damaris looked back as if memory alone had no claim upon her.

“You are a man,” she said. “You enjoy this angel body. You fear that enjoying it means someone else has won.”

The three statements appeared as separate gold lines.

MALE IDENTITY: TRUE.

ANGEL-BODY ENJOYMENT: TRUE.

FEAR OF EXTERNAL VICTORY: TRUE.

The test tried to reduce them to one stable answer, but every combination returned CONTRADICTION. Trevor's copied face lost its smile.

The replacement had expected denial and prepared for Trevor to reject the body, the man, or the contest. He did none of those things.

The mirror knew the memory but not what Trevor would do with four truths arriving together, and he laughed.

The sound was not a defense this time, because Trevor genuinely enjoyed the mirror's failure. He enjoyed the bright feminine laugh, enjoyed being the man causing it, and enjoyed four women seeing both truths and staying.

The copy tried to laugh with him and came half a beat late.

“All correct,” he said. “None complete.”

Naomi cared whether he survived, while Petra cared whether the route stayed his. Adina cared whether fear had changed his reading, while Damaris cared whether body and man could remain true.

No single answer owned him, and the identity test began opening error windows.

SELECT PRIMARY TRUTH.

SELECT PRIMARY TRUTH.

SELECT PRIMARY TRUTH.

Trevor closed each one without choosing, then opened Grace Relay II through Naomi and Petra. Two independent streams hit the mirror from opposite sides while Adina changed MATCH to MOMENT. Damaris planted Independent Standard beneath Trevor's next attack.

Naomi's relay carried every hidden wound while Petra's carried every ridiculous route. The separate streams crossed inside the copy and forced it to hold two Trevors at once.

Adina's changed word removed the demand for a permanent answer, so the test only needed to match this moment.

Damaris's banner denied the mirror permission to define which truth mattered most, and the copy tried to repeat all four women as one voice. Naomi's concern came out in Petra's dry cadence, while Adina's fear wore Damaris's certainty. The merged voice knew every sentence and understood none of the relationships giving them weight, and the copy's full resource bars began to flicker.

IDENTITY MATCH: 82%.

61%.

ERROR.

It failed, and Trevor spent eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II. He crossed the mirror's guard, turned once through its copied block, then used the second change to strike from the angle nobody had told him to choose.

The first direction change followed Petra's stream, and the copy blocked it while the second began along Naomi's warning. It broke away before the predicted injury. Trevor stepped through Damaris's banner, ignored Adina's obvious punchline, and drove one pretty bare heel into the mirror's jaw.

No memory had selected that angle; he had.

The successor mirror shattered, spraying glass that reflected no room, and each shard held one memory with no future. Trevor saw Earth in one, his first halo in another, Petra's first kiss in a third, and Damaris watching his heel strike in the largest.

Then every shard lost his face.

IDENTITY MATCH: TREVOR DWYER.

COPY STATUS: OUTDATED.

The label landed harder than victory XP because the copy had been perfect through Junia's escape but became outdated the instant Trevor acted after being loaded.

Memory could preserve a person only until the next choice, so seventeen Hope entered through four separate answers while three Dissonance fell away.

Hope arrived in four textures: Naomi's cool, Petra's sharp, and Adina's bright enough to sting. Damaris's settled beneath his ribs like a shield held beside him instead of over him, and Trevor kept them separate as the gauge rose. The System opened the sanctuary's long-rest field with the XP award, and every party bar refilled before dawn as bathhouse water lifted from the broken pools. Damage numbers rewound while cooldowns cleared and torn wing feathers restored in neat rows. Trevor's body repaired around the softer face he chose to enjoy because he wanted the sensation, not because a mirror proved anything.

The long rest closed every bar but did not answer what came after the cathedral, so Damaris remained beside the broken glass after the others left. She picked up the shard holding Trevor's heel strike, whose image restarted whenever she tilted it.

“The copy had every moment between us,” she said.

“Apparently I remain charming as stored data.”

“It looked at me the way you do.”

Trevor's joke died before reaching his mouth.

“Did it feel the same?” he asked.

“No.”

The answer relieved him more than he wanted to show, while her reflection carried the same bruises and flail.

“When the cathedral is finished,” she said, “what am I to you?”

Trevor stopped joking.

“Damaris.”

“That is my name.”

“It is the first answer.”

“And the next?”

“My tank. My judge. My girlfriend, if you still want the slot after watching me argue with myself.”

Damaris set the glass down. “You name me by what I do for you.”

“I also have several answers about your legs.”

“Trevor.”

“Right—serious branch.”

She looked at his prettier face in the broken mirror. “And beyond the next fight?”

Trevor had planned levels, loot, Heaven, and several anatomically ambitious celebrations, but not beyond victory because victory kept moving.

The mirror's lesson made the blank future feel less like freedom. If identity lived in the next choice, leaving that choice blank gave bells, cores, and quest markers too much room to supply one.

Trevor looked at Damaris without a combat frame over her and said, “I want you there. Not as a component or because the party sheet says five.”

“There where?”

He pictured no throne, cathedral, or boss room, only a road beyond the final fight with Damaris beside him and the others arguing over which direction counted as forward.

“Wherever the map keeps going.”

Broken glass reflected them side by side as Damaris touched the new feather crest over his right wing joint. “Then tomorrow, choose a future with me before the next bell chooses for us.”

“Date quest?”

“Weapons drill.”

“Hot date quest.”

Her mouth almost smiled. “At noon.”

SYSTEM // Successor mirror defeated. Four girlfriends supplied four incompatible truths, the copy tried to merge them, and you won by making a choice nobody owned.
READOUT // Level 34 — Witness Angel
HP 364/364
MP 368/368
Stamina 305/305
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 32,000
Progress to Level 35: 650/1,800
Direct-danger XP toward Level 35: 350/1,070
Hope 150/270
Dissonance 28
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 75%
Damaris // HP 272/272 | MP 188/188 | Stamina 190/190
Successor mirror: outdated
Future request: pending at noon
Memory is a save file. Identity is what you do after loading it.


Trevor watched Damaris leave, and for once the next quest marker frightened him more than the boss.


Chapter 30 — The Date Quest Spawned an Aerial Raid

Damaris arrived at noon carrying two practice flails and a picnic basket stripped of every cathedral crest. The blue bread cloth carried no faction mark, and a carved wooden angel with four contrary wings stoppered the bottle.

Trevor turned it between his fingers. “Subtle.”

“Naomi carved it.”

“She understands branding.”

“She understands that you pout when gifts lack wings.”

“Weapons drill,” she said.

Trevor looked at the bread, cheese, and blue bottle beneath the handles. “Romantic weapons drill.”

“Eat before you become insufferable.”

“Too late.”

They took the bathhouse roof while the others slept below, Trevor in repaired white-blue cloth beneath light field plates. Damaris had polished the worst Leviathan blood from her armor.

The roof still bore Bell Two's scars, with bronze feathers stuck between tiles. The sanctuary circle remained broken where the cage had landed, and beyond it the city leaned around exposed Leviathan ribs beneath a ward full of cracks.

Trevor left every party interface closed except HP: no boss bar and no quest arrow. Only noon sunlight on Damaris's braid and the alarming fact that she had brought cheese he liked.

They ate beside the broken sanctuary circle, and Damaris showed him the practice flails after the first cup. One had a long chain for her reach; the other had a lighter head, short chain, and blue leather sized for Trevor's smaller hand.

“You made me one?”

“You keep stealing mine for jokes.”

“They are excellent jokes.”

“Now you can make them without ruining my grip wrap.”

Trevor swung the little flail once and struck the picnic basket. “Training begins after lunch,” Damaris said.

Damaris set her cup down first. “I want the road after this city.”

“Good road or dungeon road?”

“Your road. With the others. With you.”

The words carried no owner field, mark, link, or witness tally, but Trevor checked anyway and found no tooltip. Damaris watched him search the empty air. “There is no hidden condition.”

“I know.”

“Your face says you are looking for one.”

“My face is extremely expressive now.”

“It is extremely pretty now.”

Trevor forgot the joke he had prepared, and the next one died before reaching his mouth.

“I want that too.”

Damaris caught the front of his cloth and kissed him, their light field plates pressing cool between them. Her gauntlet slid into his long hair while Trevor's four wings lifted, surrounding the ruined sanctuary circle with white-blue feathers.

No System notice appeared, which was good.

She did not ask the System, cathedral, or Trevor's suspicious inner quest log. Her mouth pressed hard to his while he held her waist and kissed back until the practice flail rolled off her knee.

When she pulled away, her forehead stayed against his, and Trevor found her smiling at the body he had once treated as a loss condition. Desire moved through him without changing his name. He wanted Damaris and liked how his soft mouth fit hers; both facts belonged to him.

“The road,” he said. “All of it.”

“All of it,” she agreed.

“Formation,” she said.

“That was my preferred formation.”

“Battle formation.”

The sky broke open with a noise like a glass level ceiling cracking. White enemy markers filled the sunlight as six perfect ranks descended, each dragoon mounted on a bronze bell wing.

The System finally opened a panel: DATE ENCOUNTER UPDATED: SURVIVE.

Bell-wing dragoons dived through the ward, and white lances struck before the picnic basket stopped rolling. Bread exploded while cheese vanished over the parapet. The blue bottle spun toward open air.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard, putting two surfaces over Damaris and one beneath the basket. The fourth caught a lance meant for his new face.

The face guard flashed an inch before his darkened lashes while two more wings folded over Damaris. The lower-left surface hooked beneath the basket and threw it back onto the roof.

The bottle fell anyway, and Damaris caught it with her chain.

“Correct priority,” Trevor said.

“Now you may be insufferable.”

“Correct priority,” the System said.

Damaris planted Independent Standard for twelve MP and chose the formation: Trevor carried her momentum through the first aerial turn, released her into the command rank, then regrouped beneath the ward.

Blue-white lines rose from the broken sanctuary circle, rejected the dragoons' room-wide target order, and drew Damaris's route in three strokes: up, behind, down.

Trevor saw the problem because Hard Turn could carry only his momentum through two changes. Damaris would tear free on the first.

The skill tree noticed him wanting otherwise and offered a Hard Turn II refinement.

PARTNER SLINGSHOT // Carry one ally's momentum through the first turn; release her on an independent vector or brake both on the second.

Trevor bought it for the next eighteen Stamina, and the refinement wrote Damaris's momentum beside his. Two vectors appeared instead of one, linked only until Trevor chose to release her.

“Ready?” he asked.

“You are holding my waist.”

“That was not the question.”

“Launch.”

He caught Damaris by the waist and launched from the roof into the first turn.

The first turn carried both bodies straight up without a curve, and Trevor released her at the top. Damaris flew behind the dragoon line with her flail swinging while his second turn braked beneath three lances.

Air vanished from Trevor's lungs during the vertical snap, and Damaris's armored body should have dragged him off line. Partner Slingshot stored her weight as a second bright arrow and released it at the apex.

She became a human projectile with a flail, and the command rank never looked behind itself.

Damaris broke the first saddle, wrapped the second rider by the throat, and used his falling weight to swing into the third.

Trevor stopped beneath the lances with all four wings spread like brakes, his new body folding almost double under the force. The narrow waist held where heavier armor would have carried him through.

“I am incredibly aerodynamic,” he said.

“Fight now,” Petra called from below. “Admire yourself later.”

Judgment Brand cost fourteen MP as Damaris named the lead dragoon cost-bearer for the broken ward. Spellbreak Strike took the command bell from his saddle.

Trevor opened Grace Relay II for fourteen MP through Damaris and Petra, showing the formation from front and rear. Open Scripture cost twenty MP and exposed the hidden break condition across every dragoon wing.

Damaris's view carried the command rank: bell saddles, rider armor, and the red joint where every formation line met. Petra's view came from the roof shadows below and showed the hinges beneath each bronze wing.

Trevor held both without blending them: one showed where the formation thought itself strong, and the other showed where a knife could make that strength fall off.

Open Scripture turned the sky gold with hidden text.

FORMATION FAILS WHEN THREE DISTINCT CALLERS NAME THREE DISTINCT TARGETS.

Naomi named the healer, Petra named the left hinge, and Adina named the command bell.

Three blue target icons appeared over three different enemies, and Independent Standard kept them bright when the formation tried to overwrite them with LEADER.

Naomi's blue seals chased the healer across the second rank while Petra climbed a falling lance toward the hinge. Adina shouted the bell's serial number in a tune offensive enough to make its cast stutter.

Damaris named Trevor: “My target is keeping him alive.”

The dragoon formation failed because the four calls stayed distinct, snapping the white lines between riders. Saddles lost shared turn timing as the first rank banked left, the second continued down, and two dragoons collided hard enough to ring both bell wings.

Trevor's target icon remained over himself, and Damaris used it as a route home.

Trevor spent twelve more MP on Fourfold Guard and caught the collapsing rank, taking one hundred eighty HP and one hundred twenty Stamina across his wings. Burden Share cost ten MP when Damaris faced a one-hundred-thirty-three-point wound; Trevor took thirty-three and kept her at HP 172.

Six armored bodies, six bronze wings, and a broken command bell fell as Trevor placed one guard beneath the civilians, one around the picnic, and two across the dragoon pile.

The impact drove him to the tiles and filled his view with red damage numbers. Damaris's wound preview appeared at the edge, enough to drop her below the regroup line.

Burden Share moved thirty-three points onto Trevor, making him feel the lance cross her side before her bar stopped at one hundred seventy-two.

“Still with me?” he called.

Damaris ripped the lance out. “You owe me cheese.”

XP reached Level 35, and gold light climbed Trevor's wings while dragoons still fell around him. Agility made the new body lighter as Focus opened more space behind his eyes. Grace sharpened both relay streams until he could see Petra's knife angle and Damaris's landing vector at once.

His beauty changed with the power as his gold eyes gained a brighter outer ring. His cheeks softened beneath the battle grime, and level light restored his long hair thicker than before.

A falling dragoon stared at him instead of opening his emergency wing, so Trevor punched him toward the roof.

“Eyes on your own death animation.”

Agility raised maximum Stamina to 310 and restored five current points, while Focus raised MP to 374 and restored six. Grace sharpened the two-stream relay without merging either view.

Twenty Hope entered when Damaris chose the formation and its attached future, while one Dissonance followed from the breached ward.

Trevor used Partner Slingshot again after the cooldown, but this time Damaris chose the launch angle before he touched her. She ran across his lower wing, caught his offered hand, and stepped into the linked vector.

The first turn carried Damaris through the center rank, and the second released her toward the broken ward while Trevor braked beneath survivors. She chose the next formation in flight, and everyone followed because it worked.

Petra took the hinge line while Naomi sealed wounded riders out of their bells. Adina turned the command rhythm into a retreat song pointing straight at Damaris's flail.

Trevor caught three falling enemies without claiming them, but folded the fourth one's stabbing guard surface and dropped her onto a chimney.

The last dragoon died under her flail and Petra's knives, and then the bodies hanging above them detonated.

Death icons changed into chain icons because the dragoons had never been the final phase. They were anchors carried through the ward by living HP bars, and the last boss death changed every corpse into a white hook.

Trevor looked up. “Oh, that's dirty.”

White chains tore the city ward open from the sky side, revealing a miles-wide hole and a false white heaven filled with marching wings.

SYSTEM // Level 35 reached. Partner Slingshot refined. The weapons-date produced one kiss, two aerial combo launches, and a sky breach. Romance remains a high-threat activity.
LEVEL // 35 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 18 | Vitality 31 | Agility 29 (+1) | Focus 27 (+1) | Will 29 | Grace 35 (+1)
HP 151/364
MP 306/374
Stamina 154/310
XP gained: 1,150
Cumulative XP: 33,150
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 13,250/18,900
Hard Turn II refined // Partner Slingshot
Cost: 18 Stamina | First turn: carry 1 ally's momentum | Second turn: release independent vector or brake both
Hope 170/270
Dissonance 29
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 79%
Damaris // Level 22 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 172/272 | MP 162/188 | Stamina 90/190
Future request: chosen
City ward: breached from above
Date result: successful. Ambush result: also successful, unfortunately for the city.


Damaris caught Trevor's hand as the false heaven opened.

“Next formation,” she said.


Chapter 31 — Four Raid Leaders and One Very Large Net

The false heaven had better draw distance than the real sky, showing white roads around floating cathedrals, upside-down soldiers, and a golden health bar miles across.

WAR CHOIR OF THE SEVENTH VEIL // HP ???

“Question marks are never good,” Petra said.

“Question marks mean it drops something rude,” Adina replied.

The hole above the city rang across every roof, turning windows into white mirrors. Exposed Leviathan ribs hummed under the streets as Trevor's map filled with three hundred descending friendly icons.

Three hundred friendly icons fell through it at lethal speed.

They wore white choir armor over baker's aprons, dock leathers, nightshirts, and bare feet. Fresh owner marks burned across their foreheads and pulled their arms into lance-straight poses. Their terrified faces remained awake while the field drove them toward the roofs.

The false heaven had not armed soldiers; it had wrapped nearby people in one-use armor and assigned each body an impact point in the living city.

Names flashed beneath some health bars while others had already become numbers.

Time to first impact: twelve seconds.

Naomi raised both hands. “Healers with me. Catch the first wave.”

Petra leaped onto a chimney. “Runners, mark every clear roof and every roof that lies about being clear.”

Adina opened a blue rune book. “Casters, give me a lattice under the west fall.”

Damaris spun both flails. “Anyone who can fly, we break the second wave before it reaches them.”

Trevor stared at his four raid leaders, each building a different rescue before he finished reading the fall pattern. Naomi thought in HP and landing force while Petra saw routes. Adina saw ward text that could become a net, and Damaris saw the field holding every body straight.

Trevor saw all four plans and the four wings needed to join their edges without owning their centers.

“I was about to say all of that.”

“No, you were about to shout, ‘Everybody make a net,’” Petra said.

“That was the advanced version.”

The System chimed inside his skull.

PARTY FEATURE UNLOCKED: FOUR WOMEN DISAGREEING WITH YOU AT COMBAT SPEED.

“I already had that feature.”

The first falling choir line crossed the ward as white lance markers appeared on houses, streets, and people below. Every projected impact carried a second damage line jumping to the nearest resident.

The city could not survive a simple catch because the falling bodies had to stop being attacks before they landed.

Trevor opened Grace Relay II through Naomi and Petra for fourteen MP, taking in glowing roof triage and knife-marked escape lanes. He spent twenty more MP on Open Scripture and pointed it at the owner field around the falling bodies.

Gold text ripped across the sky.

DESCENT RULE // EACH LANCE IMPACT COPIES ITS DAMAGE TO THE NEAREST UNSHIELDED CITY RESIDENT.

FAIL CONDITION // A BODY CAUGHT BY FOUR DISTINCT FORMATION TAGS LOSES LANCE STATUS.

“Four tags,” Trevor said. “Everybody make a net.”

The System expanded the failure condition.

DISTINCT MEANS DISTINCT.

MERGED COMMAND SOURCES COUNT AS ONE.

If Trevor issued every order or Grace Relay blended the views, the rescue would fail. The net needed four leaders whose calls remained visibly their own.

Trevor opened the party frame and removed himself from the leader slot.

Petra threw a knife at his halo. “I hate that you were right.”

The rescue net began as four separate bad ideas. Naomi demanded lower tension to preserve spines, while Petra demanded harder lines away from crowded roofs. Adina wanted floating knots with no fixed anchor, and Damaris needed enough pull to break owner chains in flight. All four requirements contradicted one another, which made them valid.

Naomi's healers fired silver-blue strands between roofs, soft enough to catch flesh and strong enough to spread impact. Petra's runners stitched routes with enchanted knives while Adina knotted crossings with insult-shouting runes. Damaris and the fliers became moving weights beneath it.

None of the four formations accepted Trevor as owner, but all accepted him as the idiot willing to stand in the middle.

Trevor stepped onto the cracked sanctuary circle as four target tags appeared over his increasingly pretty face. Gold eyes brightened beneath the breach, and white-blue armor hugged a body too small to anchor three hundred falling people.

The city looked at him anyway as he spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard. Each wing surface took one formation tag, and the net recognized four separate groups with one shared target.

The first twenty-seven bodies hit in a collision of armor, screams, and copied damage trying to jump into the crowd. Fourfold Guard took the first body on Naomi's soft surface while Petra's tag moved the second toward an empty courtyard. Adina's knot turned the third sideways, and Damaris's flier line tore the lance marks from all three.

Twenty-four more struck before Trevor could breathe, taking sixty HP under the collision. Naomi's strands bowed while Petra's routes bent toward three empty courtyards. Adina's knots flashed blue, and Damaris dragged the center line forward with a flail around Trevor's waist.

Every owner mark cracked, and twenty-seven people stopped being lances while remaining three hundred pounds of armored panic apiece.

The System replaced the red enemy outlines with blue falling-object warnings, and Trevor stared at the change.

“You could have kept the friendly color.”

“Gravity is factionless,” the System said.

“Phase two!” Trevor yelled.

“You did not tell us there was a phase two!” Naomi shouted.

“There is always a phase two!”

Partner Slingshot took eighteen Stamina as Trevor carried Damaris through the next falling rank and released her above the net. She struck six owner chains in one spinning flail pass.

Judgment Brand cost Damaris fourteen MP and Spellbreak Strike cost twelve more, making every chain she hit part of the same guilty field.

Trevor used the second turn to brake under a screaming cooper and his extremely confused goat. The cooper hit Trevor's upper wings while the goat landed on his shoulder and tried to eat the halo.

“Not loot,” Trevor said.

The goat disagreed by headbutting him.

CRITICAL HIT // PRIDE ONLY.

Another hundred lances crossed the breach in a spiral designed to twist the four formations together. Owner marks connected body to body, turning one hundred people into a single rotating drill.

Naomi's healers could not soften it without being pulled off their roofs, and Petra's routes led into one another. Adina's western knots flashed overload warnings.

Damaris pointed left before Trevor asked as Adina's west lattice began to tear. Trevor spent twenty-four MP on Sanctuary Step, landed in Naomi's roof circle, then paid eight more for Third-Circle Rebound into Adina's collapsing lattice.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP again, with one wing catching Naomi's strands and another catching Petra's knife-route. A third locked to Adina's last blue knot, and the fourth reached Damaris.

“Pick the turn,” Trevor told her.

Damaris looked up through a rain of white armor. “Left. Then down.”

“That takes us through the center.”

“Yes.”

Trevor grinned. “Hot.”

“Turn.”

Partner Slingshot took another eighteen Stamina as they turned left through the densest fall. Damaris shattered owner chains, and on the second turn Trevor released her toward the last free flier. He threw himself down and dragged all four formation tags after him.

The linked vector made them one projectile until Damaris swung through the spiral in Trevor's arms. Every broken chain removed one body from the drill.

At the center Trevor let her continue left on her chosen path. He went down with four tags burning across his wings, becoming the knot all four nets could pull against without becoming one command.

The net snapped tight beneath the falling crowd as roofs groaned and chimneys leaned. Hundreds of blue strands, knife routes, rune knots, and flying bodies spread the impact across six blocks, with Trevor hanging beneath it by four wing surfaces and one flail chain.

The soft angel body stretched under the load while his wings broadened through Body Adaptation. Gold eyes watered, and long hair hung toward the streets while the entire net pulled against his narrow waist.

He looked beautiful enough for a victory card and felt like a belt tied around a collapsing building.

Raw flight, collisions, and holding the center burned ninety more Stamina, leaving Trevor at twenty-eight while the rescue line held.

Twenty-eight Stamina meant the next hard pull could drop him, and he did not hide the bar. Naomi shifted healers toward his wing root while Petra shortened two routes. Adina made every knot shout the remaining number.

“Twenty-eight!” the sky yelled.

“Yes, I can read!”

A hundred-point white spear punched through Damaris's side from beyond the breach. No dragoon had thrown it; something behind the marching wings chose the only leader holding the center line in flight.

Damaris jerked backward, but her flail stayed wrapped around Trevor.

Burden Share cost ten MP, and Trevor took twenty-five HP of it. Damaris stayed in the air at ninety-seven HP with her flail around the net line.

The last lances lost their owner marks six feet above the roofs, and three hundred red outlines turned blue as the copied city-damage lines vanished.

Every person fell the remaining six feet as a person instead of an attack, and the city caught all three hundred.

Naomi's lines lowered bodies onto roofs while Petra's routes carried them away from unstable tiles, Adina's knots opened into stretchers, and Damaris's fliers cut the last armor locks.

Not one lance impact copied into a resident below, and the four raid leaders looked toward Trevor as he opened his mouth. “Do not say net,” Petra warned, and he closed it.

The false heaven answered by dropping Junia Serrat inside a fresh golden owner field, sword raised over the rescue net. Her face twisted while the command burned across her eyes.

CLEAVE THE FOURTH TAG.

Trevor saw the exact instant her arm obeyed and the instant she made it miss.

Junia turned the blade past Trevor and drove it into the golden chain feeding her command, which burst as half the false sky flickered.

The severed field came apart in straight golden pieces, and Junia fell through them under her own weight. No owner mark redirected the landing.

Trevor moved his hand beneath her anyway.

“I did not choose your target,” she told the heaven above her.

Trevor held out a hand.

Junia pointed her sword at his face instead. “I did not choose you either.” Her sword remained steady while the hand holding it shook from breaking the field.

Damaris landed beside Trevor with blood across one side but did not attack Junia. Naomi withheld healing, and Petra left every route open.

Junia stood in the first unclaimed space any of them had given her.

“Good,” Trevor said. “That would have made the party menu weird.”

The marching wings beyond the breach stopped as something cathedral-sized opened one eye behind them.

SYSTEM // Four raid leaders ignored your plan, improved it, and saved three hundred people. Try not to become unbearable about the part where your very large net worked.
LEVEL // 35 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 18 | Vitality 31 | Agility 29 | Focus 27 | Will 29 | Grace 35
HP 66/364
MP 206/374
Stamina 28/310
XP gained: 700
Cumulative XP: 33,850
Direct-danger XP gained: 350
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 13,600/18,900
Rescue net // 4 independent formation tags
Falling choir recovered // 300/300
Lance impacts copied to city // 0
Hope 188/270
Dissonance 32
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 81%
Damaris // Level 22 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 97/272 | MP 136/188 | Stamina 30/190
Junia Serrat // Fresh owner field severed
Allegiance // absolutely not yours yet
Incoming boss scale // cathedral, because subtlety has died


The golden health bar finally filled in one letter at a time.

SOVEREIGN CORE // PHASE ONE


Chapter 32 — The City Lost Its Shield and Gained a Raid Boss

The Sovereign Core blinked.

Its cathedral-sized eyelid crossed the false sky, dimming every ward line as though the city existed only while the core looked at it.

Trevor's map lost a quarter of its blue border in one silent bite, and every city ward lost a quarter of its health. The number appeared above roofs, bridges, towers, and streets at once.

CITY WARD // 75%

The core blinked again.

This time towers shook as the broken-bell road dropped ten feet and stopped. Hundreds of civilians screamed before realizing the street still existed beneath them.

CITY WARD // 50%

“It has a blink attack,” Petra said.

“I hate elegant bosses,” Trevor replied.

The three hundred people in the rescue net began to sing.

The cooper started with a tavern song badly suited to heaven, and his goat added a hostile note. A baker picked up the rhythm until the dead-march cadence became something the rescued group could breathe through bruised ribs.

No owner icon, spell name, or field claimed the effect. The first note came from the cooper holding his goat, and a baker joined him. Then a hundred bruised voices found the same chord without becoming the same voice.

Grace poured through the four formation tags.

The reward arrived along the same separate paths that saved them. Naomi's tag restored HP while Petra's returned Stamina and Adina's song filled MP. Damaris's chosen formation held all three at the party boundary without merging the singers.

Trevor accepted the healing as three hundred small gifts rather than one choir cast, recovering one hundred twenty HP, eighty MP, and one hundred Stamina. Damaris recovered eighty HP, fifty MP, and one hundred Stamina.

The System sighed happily.

RESCUE REWARD: PEOPLE YOU SAVED ARE NOW SAVING YOU. DISGUSTINGLY WHOLESOME. VERY ON-BRAND.

The Sovereign Core blinked a third time and opened closer. Its pupil filled half the breach, with gold rings rotating around a white center that reflected Trevor's face at impossible scale.

The System added a fourth blink preview.

NEXT: 0%.

CITY WARD // 25%

Junia hovered beyond Trevor's reach with her sword still pointed at him.

“The lower terraces die first,” she said.

“Then show them a route.”

“You expect trust?”

“No. I expect you to hate the thing trying to wear your soul.”

That landed, and Junia tore the white mantle from her shoulder. A golden road map burned across its lining before she flung it over the city as a path of bright arrows.

The map had been sewn into her rank mantle for emergencies Heaven approved, so Junia ripped through its owner crest and reversed every arrow.

White doors appeared along the road, and she marked every one red.

“Lower terraces!” her voice rang. “Follow the broken-bell road. Ignore every white door. The white doors eat names.”

Eleven thousand friendly markers began moving as families carried children and guards lifted the injured. Residents who had feared Trevor's wings ran beneath Junia's unowned halo because she gave them a route rather than an order field.

The core marked her as a traitor before the first terrace cleared, but people ran as its eye narrowed.

TRAITOR ROUTE DETECTED.

“Congratulations,” Trevor told Junia. “The boss noticed you.”

“I noticed it first.”

The core fired.

The beam split at the pupil, targeting the map, Junia, Damaris's independent standard, and Trevor's increasingly precious face.

One white beam split toward the fleeing terraces, Junia, Damaris, and Trevor. Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP and caught all four lines, but the hit drove Trevor through Naomi's healing strands for seventy HP.

Each wing became a separate shield as the road branch struck his lower-left and Junia's hit bent the upper-right. Damaris's line burned through white feathers, while the face shot turned Trevor's long lashes gold with heat.

The body looked delicate inside the four impacts. It did not break.

The ward reached zero, every blue border vanished, and gravity remembered the city all at once.

Glass-blue light exploded from every city edge as streets tipped and towers dropped. The broken-bell road folded into open air with eleven thousand people still on it.

Buildings did not fall in one direction; some went down, some rose toward false heaven, and others rotated around the sovereign eye as debris gained attack markers.

The city became a raid arena made of its own map tiles.

Trevor opened Grace Relay II through Petra and Junia for fourteen MP, then paid three more for a second minute. Petra saw which falling streets had routes while Junia saw which white doors would eat the runners, and neither surrendered her view.

Open Scripture cost twenty MP and exposed the collapse rule.

COLLAPSE RULE // THE CORE MAY DELETE ONE UNWITNESSED ROAD PER HEARTBEAT.

“Then witness all of them,” Trevor said.

The command was impossible at city scale, so Trevor made it a player call instead.

Every runner shouted the road beneath one foot while every healer named a roof color. Rescued choir members sang the segment visible from their net until tiny witness icons covered the falling map.

Adina fired blue names across the sky while Naomi's healers shouted roof colors. Petra's runners called every turn, and the rescued choir sang the road beneath their feet.

Damaris planted Independent Standard for twelve MP on a bridge rotating toward the void. The plan beneath it read KEEP CHOOSING A ROAD, so every group chose the next stable tile as it appeared.

Spellbreak Strike cost twelve more when she smashed a white door hinge off the runners' route.

“Our plan,” she called, “is not to fall.”

“Needs detail,” Petra shouted.

“Add your own.”

Trevor spent twenty-four MP on Sanctuary Step and jumped from the bathhouse circle to the broken-bell road. He caught a collapsing bridge, then paid eight MP for Third-Circle Rebound and landed beside Junia.

Sanctuary Step turned the bathhouse into a blue-white ring as Trevor vanished while holding one end of the bridge. He arrived with that momentum on the road, and Third-Circle Rebound threw him upward beside Junia.

His four wings opened beneath eleven thousand moving icons, and the level gap between him and the incoming core felt enormous. So did Trevor.

The core struck her with an eighty-point soul wound without any light crossing the space. Junia folded around an injury inside her owner scars as the blow tried to reopen every heavenly claim.

Her flight failed, and Level 36 arrived before Trevor could swear.

Gold light caught him under Junia as Vitality widened the HP bar and Agility sharpened four-wing control. Focus made room for the city map without shrinking the faces on it.

The physical change followed as gold eyes gained a clearer ring and pale cheeks softened under battle soot. His long hair thickened around the black streaks, and his mouth looked gentler while he swore at a god-machine.

Trevor liked the prettier face but refused to let the core become the reason he had it.

Vitality raised maximum HP to 374 and restored ten current HP, while Agility raised Stamina to 315 and restored five. Focus raised MP to 380 and restored six.

One Skill Point opened: BURDEN SHARE II // Move 50% of one accepted wound. Cost: 12 MP.

Trevor bought it for twelve MP.

Burden Share II opened a clean half-wound preview, letting Trevor drag forty points of Junia's soul-chain damage onto himself. She stayed airborne, shocked more by the choice than the wound.

“Why?”

Junia stared at the missing half of her wound. She had expected a price line, a mark, or a new owner claim. None appeared.

“Because you had the map.”

“Only the map?”

“Ask me again when the city is not falling.”

Damaris took another eighty-point strike while holding her chosen plan over the runners. Trevor spent twelve more MP on Burden Share II and took forty.

The second transfer felt different because Damaris's wound entered through the future they had chosen: road, party, bed, and whatever map continued. Trevor carried half because that future included her standing.

His HP bar plunged into red and stopped at forty-six.

Partner Slingshot cost eighteen Stamina as he caught Junia around the waist and ignored her murderous look. The second turn released her above the broken-bell road.

Junia's armor weighed more than Trevor's whole body, but the linked vector did not care. His first turn pulled her out of the soul-chain path, and the apex released her into the golden route she chose to defend.

No party link followed; she flew because she decided to.

Holding the shattered road beneath that turn burned eighty more Stamina. Junia could have attacked him but flew the golden map to the final missing bridge while eleven thousand people crossed.

The bridge existed only where her mantle overlapped the broken road, making Junia a living checkpoint while the last terrace emptied over her shadow.

Trevor guarded beneath while Damaris held the chosen route and Petra called turns. Naomi kept the slowest runners moving, and Adina made every name visible to the collapse rule.

The last child crossed carrying the cooper's goat.

“I am asking,” she shouted over the collapsing city, “for the skill that lets people enter your choir without losing themselves.”

Trevor looked at the last runner, the open white doors, and Junia's unowned halo.

“You earned the right to ask.”

“That is not an answer.”

“Chapter thirty-six material.”

The System coughed.

GENRE-AWARE DIALOGUE FINE: 12 MP.

“You cannot do that.”

WATCH ME.

The ground beneath the cathedral split as the Sovereign Core climbed out wearing towers as ribs, bells as knuckles, and the central cathedral as a crown. Its first step crushed the empty lower ward, and its second straddled the catacombs and false sky.

Nine million HP assembled above the city in stacked golden segments, with districts serving as boss-armor plates. Bell Three's old chains formed wrist tendons, and cathedral doors opened where a mouth should have been.

Trevor stood below it with four wings, forty-six HP, and eleven thousand people still alive as the golden bar finally showed numbers.

SOVEREIGN CORE, WAR BODY // LEVEL 44 // HP 9,000,000

Trevor had forty-six HP and a goat bite on his sleeve, while the goat bleated at the nine-million-HP war body. He raised the bitten sleeve in answer.

Eleven thousand civilians cleared their red danger markers behind him while Junia stayed above the bridge without an owner line. Damaris planted her banner at Trevor's shoulder.

The raid frame widened until the boss bar barely fit.

“Now it looks like a real boss,” he said.

SYSTEM // Level 36 reached. Burden Share II purchased during a citywide wipe. Junia asked for Open Arms after saving eleven thousand people and did not stab you while carried. Progress comes in strange packages.
LEVEL // 36 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 18 | Vitality 32 (+1) | Agility 30 (+1) | Focus 28 (+1) | Will 29 | Grace 35
HP 46/374
MP 175/380
Stamina 35/315
XP gained: 1,150
Cumulative XP: 35,000
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 14,320/18,900
Burden Share II purchased
Cost: 12 MP | Transfer: declared 50% of one accepted wound
Hope 220/290
Dissonance 36
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 84%
Damaris // Level 23 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 137/272 | MP 168/194 | Stamina 50/190
Junia Serrat // Civilian route given
Open Arms request // earned, unanswered
City ward // 0%
Incoming boss // Level 44, nine million HP, deeply compensating


The war body lifted one bell-knuckled fist.

Every surviving party marker turned red.


Chapter 33 — Every Side Quest Hit the Boss at Once

The Sovereign Core's fist filled half the sky.

Each knuckle was a bell tower, with cathedral windows along the fingers filled by white-robed archers. The fist's shadow crossed six districts before the boss finished drawing back.

Trevor's party bars were still red when Naomi grabbed him by the halo and poured healing light through his face.

The halo rang between her palms as healing flashed behind Trevor's eyes and poured down all four wing roots. His HP bar climbed while his increasingly soft face squashed between Naomi's hands.

“This is undignified,” he said.

“You have forty-six HP.”

“I can be fragile with dignity.”

“Ow.”

“Hold still.”

“You are healing me by the skull.”

“Your skull keeps flying toward damage.”

One hundred sixty HP returned before Naomi shoved him away, and Damaris threw the blue bottle from their ruined picnic basket. Trevor caught it, drank, and tasted lightning, blueberry, and a dwarven argument about breakfast.

The basket had survived two aerial battles, a ward collapse, and one goat, though the cheese had not. The bottle remained sealed until Trevor bit out the stopper.

DOUBLE-BLUE SKYBREW // +100 MP // +100 STAMINA // SIDE EFFECT: YOU CAN HEAR PURPLE.

“Purple sounds smug,” Trevor said.

Color became audio behind his eyes as gold hummed, white hissed, and purple lounged nearby judging his armor choices.

The System added TEMPORARY SYNESTHESIA beside his restored bars.

“The fist,” Petra reminded him.

The war body punched through a red area marker wider than the bathhouse district. Trevor could escape it with Hard Turn, but the people behind him could not.

He planted all four wing tips inside the center and spent twenty-five Hope plus two MP on Faith's Aegis. Gold light wrapped his narrow frame as cathedral-sized knuckles flattened three empty towers and drove his boots six feet into the street.

Faith's Aegis expanded from the small body until Trevor looked like a gold-eyed princess holding up the hand of a god.

Then the bells hit, sound folded buildings flat, and Trevor's long hair snapped upward. The street cratered around his feet while Hope burned in bright chunks.

His HP bar held, but the street did not.

It broke around him and dropped toward the catacombs as four quest markers appeared across the boss.

They came from four different sources and opened separate side panels that did not recognize one another as part of the same raid.

The rescued choir marked the eye that fired the ward wipe, while grave-rail families marked the bell-rib holding their numbered dead. Bathhouse fighters marked the left knee standing on their district, and Junia marked the white crown that tried to own her.

All four targets flashed red as the boss redirected armor between them. Eye plating slid to the knee while bell-rib gold climbed toward the crown, preventing any sequential break.

“Focus one,” Damaris called.

“No,” shouted four congregations at once.

Their disagreement prevented the System from assigning a primary quest, leaving four equal red markers.

Trevor climbed out of the street crater. “I love this party.”

The System opened a warning.

SOVEREIGN PLATING // EACH BODY PART REDIRECTS 90% DAMAGE TO THE THREE UNTARGETED PARTS.

BREAK CONDITION // FOUR UNMERGED QUEST OBJECTIVES RESOLVE ON THE SAME HEARTBEAT.

A shared nineteen-beat countdown appeared under the boss heart, and every objective had to reach completion without turning in early.

The crown counter promised to strike whichever group finished first.

“Everybody keep your side quest,” Trevor yelled. “We cheese the turn-in.”

He opened Grace Relay II through the rescued choir and grave-rail families for fourteen MP, then paid six for two added minutes. Neither stream entered the other, bathhouse fighters carried shouted counts, and Junia accepted no halo link at all.

The Sovereign Core opened its cathedral-door mouth, revealing choir revenants, dragoon saddles, and pale Leviathan spawn packed like summoned adds.

The boss released all three add types at once as choir revenants poured from its teeth. Bell-wing dragoons launched from its shoulders while Leviathan spawn climbed its legs like pale spiders.

The final siege hit street, air, and undercity together as Petra's knee team disappeared beneath a street. Naomi and Adina took the eye team onto falling roofs while Damaris followed the bell families through open ribs. Junia remained a lone gray marker rising toward the crown.

Trevor stayed between all four fights and spent twenty MP on Open Scripture through the cluttered relay windows.

Gold numbers appeared above the boss's moving parts.

EYE WINDUP: 19 HEARTBEATS.

BELL-RIB GUARD: 2,400 HP.

LEFT KNEE STAGGER: 800 FORCE.

CROWN COUNTER: STRIKES THE FIRST GROUP TO FINISH.

“We finish together,” Trevor said.

The groups began calling progress instead of waiting for orders.

“Knee at sixty!” Petra shouted.

“Bell guard two thousand!” answered the families.

“Eye has sixteen beats!” Adina sang.

Junia transmitted nothing.

Trevor trusted her silence to mean she was still climbing.

“We know,” Petra called from somewhere inside the boss's knee.

The bathhouse fighters hit first with rooftop ballistae, kitchen cleavers, and one marble statue of a saint nobody liked, while Petra routed every blow into the same cracked kneecap.

The statue struck nose-first because eight hundred force did not care about dignity. The left knee lost its first armor layer and redirected the damage toward the eye.

Adina's team struck the eye on the same beat and sent the redirected force back. Grave-rail families rang stolen bell clappers, and their dead answered from the boss's ribs.

Each name spoken inside the ribs removed one point from the bell guard, forcing the families to name the dead faster than the boss could number them again.

Damaris stood at the center and broke every returning digit with her flail while Adina changed EYE into VERY STABBABLE EYE.

“That is not valid syntax,” Naomi said.

“It compiled.”

The eye began charging as Junia flew alone toward the crown.

The core spawned a white Trevor-copy in her path with long blonde hair, gold eyes, a soft face, and none of his scars. It smiled like a princess painted on a chapel wall.

“Come home,” the copy told Junia.

“Wrong Trevor,” she said.

The copy offered clean armor, restored rank, and a successor who remembered gratitude without making another choice. Junia saw the trap before it finished smiling and removed its head.

Trevor heard it through no relay at all and felt absurdly proud.

Pride created no mark and claimed no kill; it simply split his soft face into a fierce grin while he fought three other objectives.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP when the war body swept its right arm through the air. Two wings protected Naomi and Adina while one caught Damaris. The last struck the living street and threw all three women above the sweep.

The hit took sixty HP and threw the women upward exactly where Trevor wanted. Living Anchor converted the boss's own arm into launch force and spared his nearly empty Stamina bar.

Sanctuary Step cost twenty-four MP to reach the bathhouse roof, then Third-Circle Rebound cost eight more and threw Trevor inside the bell-rib where families were losing their route.

He planted one wing in the rib hinge and spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard. Living Anchor translated the boss's next breath into three guard surfaces and forced its rib cage open.

Damaris came through the gap.

Independent Standard cost twelve MP and held the four quest plans apart. Judgment Brand cost fourteen MP to name the Sovereign Core as cost-bearer, and Spellbreak Strike cost twelve more to remove the lock.

The opened rib counterfired for eighty HP and forty-five Stamina, leaving Damaris upright at fifty-seven HP and five Stamina.

The numbered dead surged out without entering Trevor's choir and flew to families, remembered streets, or open routes beyond both. Their departure dropped the bell-rib guard to zero.

The quest window waited without completing.

“Nine heartbeats!” Adina shouted.

The knee and bell-rib reached zero and waited while Junia's crown marker remained hidden behind white counterfire.

If either completed early, the crown would erase its group, so Trevor held both windows open with separate relay streams while the eye timer fell.

Partner Slingshot cost eighteen Stamina as Trevor carried Damaris through the rib cage and released her toward the left knee. The second turn braked him beside the charging eye.

Raw flight through the boss's storm burned another eighty Stamina as the eye fired early. The core cheated its countdown, skipping the gold numbers from five to one.

Trevor stayed directly before the pupil so the beam targeted him instead of the rescued choir, taking sixty HP through Faith's Aegis.

“Three!” the bathhouse fighters roared.

Petra lifted one knife from inside the folded knee.

“Two!” shouted the families.

Damaris held the last name beside the opened rib.

“One!” sang the rescued choir.

Adina's altered eye text reached its final note while Naomi caught Trevor's dropping HP marker with a heal she could no longer deliver under the coming effect.

Junia said nothing until her gray icon appeared above the crown at the last possible beat. Her sword hit on the same heartbeat as every other objective.

The eye burst and the bell-rib opened as the left knee folded and the white crown split down the middle.

Four quest windows completed without merging, and four reward sounds struck in different keys. The System failed to stack them, leaving each group its own victory banner while damage entered the same boss frame.

The Sovereign Core lost one million eight hundred thousand HP, dropping from nine million to seven point two. Twenty percent of the war body cracked away as city stone, bell bronze, white armor, and golden eye glass.

Trevor flew through the debris, more beautiful and more battered, laughing because four side quests had crit a god while forty-five Hope entered his halo.

The boss screamed, caught the blue sky like painted cloth, and tore it away.

Blue peeled from horizon to horizon as sunlight folded between cathedral fingers, revealing the white verdict field the world had mistaken for heaven.

White judgment replaced everything overhead: no sun, no clouds, only one endless field covered in descending damage numbers.

WORLD EFFECT // OUTSIDE HEALING DISABLED

WORLD EFFECT // EVERY SOUL RECEIVES A VERDICT

SYSTEM // Four unrelated side quests turned in on the same heartbeat and stripped 20% boss HP. This is either beautiful emergent play or a bug nobody is brave enough to patch.
LEVEL // 36 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 18 | Vitality 32 | Agility 30 | Focus 28 | Will 29 | Grace 35
HP 86/374
MP 177/380
Stamina 37/315
XP gained: 750
Cumulative XP: 35,750
Direct-danger XP gained: 400
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 14,720/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 7,200,000/9,000,000
Unmerged quest objectives completed // 4/4
Outside healing // disabled
Hope 240/290
Dissonance 41
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 86%
Damaris // Level 23 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 57/272 | MP 130/194 | Stamina 5/190
Junia Serrat // independent crown strike confirmed
Open Arms // still unanswered
Sky // removed by boss


The first verdict number appeared above Damaris.

It was red.


Chapter 34 — The Tower Checkpoint Wasn't a Mimic

The red verdict above Damaris began counting down from sixty, following every movement and reflecting in both flail heads as she flew.

It remained visible even when the verdict sky washed every other color white. No damage preview accompanied it, which made the number worse.

JUDGMENT PENDING // DAMARIS PIKE // 00:59

Trevor grabbed the number with both hands, but his fingers passed through the red digits and came away marked with white judgment text. The countdown did not slow.

TARGET CONTACT DOES NOT CONSTITUTE APPEAL.

“Worth trying,” he said.

Damaris hooked one flail around his waist and pulled him out from beneath the war body's next footstep. The cathedral foot crushed Trevor's floating street, bursting bell windows around its ankle.

She used the flail line to swing them between its toes and toward the towers rising from its shoulders.

Her timer reached fifty-six.

“The gate,” she said.

Five chained bell towers climbed from the boss's shoulders into the white judgment field, ending at a black doorway that hung above the city without a wall.

Each tower rotated on a different axis, and white chain bridges connected them only when their bells struck the same note. Between tolls lay open sky filled with descending verdict numbers.

The black door waited above all five like an unopened raid portal.

SOUL ENGINE GATE // LOCKED

KEYS REQUIRED // 5 TOWER CLAUSES

“Boss staircase,” Petra said.

“Boss staircase with no stairs,” Trevor replied.

“We have wings.”

“I liked complaining first.”

The first tower fired a rain of red verdict numbers, each searching for a soul before attaching and beginning a private countdown.

The party dodged them like arrows. One sentenced a rooftop statue for idolatry, while another attached to the goat and immediately returned TARGET UNREPENTANT.

Naomi caught Trevor's face between both hands as healing light sparked and failed against the world effect. It entered one cheek and escaped as white smoke through the other without moving his HP bar.

Her strongest remaining seal became a zero beneath the verdict sky.

“I cannot refill you,” she said.

“You can still kiss me for morale.”

She kissed him hard and fast, then slapped a silver barrier over his chest.

“Morale full.”

“Marry me after the boss.”

The words escaped before fear could dress them as a joke. Naomi's eyes widened, and her silver barrier snapped into place harder than necessary.

“Live long enough to ask properly.”

“Quest accepted.”

“Climb.”

The tower checkpoint floated beneath the first chain, looking exactly like a crystal chest with teeth carved around its lid. The System labeled it safe only after Trevor moved within biting distance.

He stabbed it with a feather before touching it.

The checkpoint chimed without moving, so Trevor poked it again.

“You have trust issues,” Adina said.

“Mimics have mouth issues.”

The crystal did not bite.

CHECKPOINT CLAIMED // +120 MP // +160 STAMINA // HP RESTORE BLOCKED

Its smaller party pulse restored sixty-four MP and fifty-five Stamina to Damaris. Blue-white power entered her beneath the countdown and restored every bar except HP, leaving the verdict untouched at fifty-one.

The checkpoint offered recovery, not rescue, but Trevor announced, “Not a mimic.”

“Your standards for holy architecture are in hell,” Adina said.

“Hell labels its mimics.”

They launched.

Trevor took the first chain with Damaris below him and Petra running along its upper surface. Naomi and Adina held the rear while Junia climbed alone on the far side, still refusing every formation tag.

All five towers began their mechanics together.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Open Scripture. The first chain clause appeared beneath the white field.

TOWER ONE // THE FIRST FLIER TO CROSS TAKES EVERY PARTY VERDICT.

Petra threw a knife across first without crossing the line herself. It carried her route tag and enough movement intent to satisfy the clause, so the tower counted metal as the first flier and targeted her.

Then Petra's route folded backward and put the knife, not its owner, beyond the line.

Seven verdicts crowded the knife, found no soul, and discharged into enchanted steel. The blade exploded, opening the chain bridge for exactly one bell note while the party sprinted through.

“That was my good knife,” she said.

“Loot another.”

Tower Two spawned wingless copies of Naomi, each carrying a healing bar that could only fill by cutting Trevor. Naomi slammed her barrier into the first copy and held all six against the chain.

The copies wore Naomi's face without her exhaustion, and their silver hair stayed perfect. Empty healing bars rose whenever their knives approached Trevor's skin, turning his increasingly beautiful body into a resource node.

Naomi hated them on sight.

“Nobody heals by cutting him but me,” she said.

Trevor blinked. “We should revisit the wording.”

Trevor opened Grace Relay II through Naomi and Adina for fourteen MP, then paid twelve more for four added minutes. Naomi saw Adina's rune timing while Adina saw where Naomi's shield would buckle, and neither waited for Trevor.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP and turned their two plans into four surfaces. Adina's timing changed Naomi's barrier from one wall into six short impacts, and Trevor translated each buckle into another guard.

The copies struck and shattered in sequence without filling a single heal bar.

Forty HP left Trevor when their last knives punched through.

Tower Three wrapped Damaris's red verdict around the whole party, duplicating her countdown over every head. Sixty became five elevens attached to one sentence: if anyone crossed upward, the rest would be judged as fallen.

SHARED SENTENCE // WHEN ONE ASCENDS, ALL FALL.

“That sentence is mine,” Damaris said.

She seized the original red thread and pulled it toward her own halo. Independent Standard recognized the claim as her chosen plan instead of the tower's shared order.

The skill cost twelve MP and held long enough for Adina to see the clause joint.

Sanctuary Step cost twenty-four MP to reach Petra's knife-circle above the joint. Trevor paid eight more for Third-Circle Rebound and appeared on the far side while the sentence decided whether he had ascended or fallen.

It chose both. ASCENDED and FALLEN resolved on the same frame, striking the chain joint and dealing the sentence to itself.

The chain snapped, and Level 37 hit with the falling tower.

Gold level light rose through the verdict rain as Might strengthened Trevor's rescue grip and Vitality widened his HP bar without removing the red danger. Grace made his wing surfaces clearer beneath the white world effect.

His face refined again, with gold eyes growing larger beneath dark lashes and soft cheeks gaining luminous color. Long hair thickened along the black streaks while Naomi's kissed mouth became a little prettier.

Trevor loved the change and hated that the judgment field recorded it as successor quality.

Might sharpened Trevor's rescue holds. Vitality raised maximum HP to 384 and restored ten current HP. Grace raised maximum MP to 386 and restored six.

Open Scripture offered a refinement.

CLAUSE CHAIN // When the party breaks one exposed clause, reveal one directly linked clause for the remaining cast duration. Triggers once per cast. Cost unchanged.

Trevor accepted, and Clause Chain linked Tower Three's broken sentence to the next hidden rule. Gold text leaped across the remaining chain before Open Scripture expired, immediately revealing Tower Four's clause.

TOWER FOUR // THE JUDGMENT STRIKES WHOEVER IS MOST NEEDED.

The white field chose Naomi. Her healer icon, barrier cooldowns, and unanswered promise ranked first, bringing a red verdict directly over her heart.

Damaris flew into its line.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard while Naomi's barrier covered his left side and Damaris's flail locked the right. The verdict struck all three defenses, buckled his wings, and left Damaris with an eighty-point soul wound.

Burden Share II cost twelve MP, moving forty damage into Trevor while forty stayed with Damaris.

Trevor closed at sixteen HP. Damaris closed at seventeen.

“Nobody die on Tower Four,” Naomi said.

“Specific and achievable,” Trevor replied.

Adina broke the linked clause by changing MOST NEEDED to MOST NAKED. The rewrite passed because both phrases preserved the tower's shape, rebuilding its target calculation around exposed surface area.

The judgment field paused while everyone looked at Trevor's torn white-blue cloth.

“Still me,” he said.

Trevor looked down at the torn cloth across his slender waist and one bare thigh. The verdict agreed enthusiastically, then struck a discarded statue because it had been even more naked.

Petra kicked the statue into the calculation half a heartbeat before impact, and marble anatomy took the verdict before exploding across the chain bridge.

The System awarded it a posthumous tank icon. Petra laughed hard enough to miss her first knife throw, then landed the second in Tower Five's lock.

Judgment Brand cost Damaris fourteen MP and Spellbreak Strike cost twelve, letting her flail tear the fifth clause free as the countdown reached twelve.

The climb burned forty-five Stamina from Damaris and one hundred thirty from Trevor. They reached the summit with five white clauses spinning around Adina's rune book.

Each remained with the group that had broken it: Petra's knife route, Naomi's barrier timing, Damaris's private sentence, Adina's naked-statue rewrite, and Junia's silent crown path.

Faith's Aegis cost Trevor twenty-five Hope and two MP when the war body swatted at the towers, holding the summit together for one impact.

Thirty-five Hope returned when all five groups crossed under their own plans, and the soul-engine gate unlocked.

Five locks opened in different directions, framing the black doorway with separate clauses. The threshold accepted the party because no single route controlled it.

Black doors opened into a sky above the sky, revealing name-gears, upward rivers, and one white sentence large enough to cross the horizon.

The interior had no ground. Gears turned around wells of blue soul light while rivers carried memories toward a white throne hidden beyond sight.

Every party link thinned at the threshold, as though the engine rejected commands originating outside its room.

Naomi's barrier became translucent, Petra's route markers lost their arrows, and Adina's rune book forgot every word written before the gate. Junia's unowned icon remained gray and crossed first.

Damaris stopped beside Trevor.

Her frozen eleven hovered between them.

“Whatever happens inside,” she said, “do not let the sentence choose for us.”

Trevor looked at the five separate clauses holding the doorway open. “Then we keep choosing faster.”

He offered one hand, and Damaris took it without a formation tag. Her countdown stopped at eleven.

The red digits froze above her with one incomplete beat remaining. The soul-engine gate had interrupted the judgment without canceling its target.

Trevor reached for the number again; this time it felt solid, but it did not disappear.

SYSTEM // Level 37 reached. Clause Chain refined. Five tower clauses looted, one checkpoint confirmed non-mimic, and one naked statue heroically tanked judgment. Peak raid design.
LEVEL // 37 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 19 (+1) | Vitality 33 (+1) | Agility 30 | Focus 28 | Will 29 | Grace 36 (+1)
HP 16/384
MP 187/386
Stamina 49/315
XP gained: 1,150
Cumulative XP: 36,900
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 15,440/18,900
Open Scripture I refined // Clause Chain
Cost: 20 MP | Reward: breaking one exposed clause reveals one directly linked clause once per cast
Hope 250/290
Dissonance 48
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 88%
Damaris // Level 23 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 17/272 | MP 156/194 | Stamina 15/190
Tower clauses // 5/5
Soul-engine gate // open
Damaris judgment countdown // paused at 11


The party crossed the threshold with Trevor's hand around hers for one step. Then the gate stripped away every voice that had not entered with them, one at a time.


Chapter 35 — The Raid Had a Million Adds and No Skip Button

Outside command vanished one voice at a time as the gate stripped away every order originating in the city.

Trevor felt the rescued choir fade first, followed by the grave-rail families, bathhouse fighters, and eleven thousand witnesses on the broken-bell road. Their marks remained as memories but carried no sound across the threshold.

Only the people who had physically entered stayed in the party frame: Naomi, Petra, Adina, Damaris, and Junia.

Junia still had no link.

Inside the soul-engine gate, the white judgment field could not decide whether Trevor counted as player, boss, stolen equipment, or extremely pretty trespasser.

Four status icons appeared over his head and began fighting. PLAYER granted checkpoint access, BOSS opened an aggro radius, and STOLEN EQUIPMENT tried to return him to the sovereign core.

TRESPASSER marked every defense hostile. Trevor dragged PLAYER to the front, but the other three refused to close, leaving all four active.

INSTANCE STATUS // HOSTILE

RAID GATE CHECKPOINT // CLAIMED BY ARRIVAL

Gold light refilled every party bar. The checkpoint did not heal gently; it rebuilt them for the next pull.

Torn cloth rewove over Trevor's narrow frame, and feathers restored in four bright waves. Damaris's armor closed around the wound from Tower Four while Naomi's combat heal icon relit.

Petra's knives returned to their sheaths, including the good one the first tower had destroyed.

“It duplicated my knife,” Petra said.

“Checkpoint exploit.”

“I forgive the tower.”

Trevor reached 384 HP, 386 MP, and 315 Stamina while Damaris returned to 272 HP, 194 MP, and 190 Stamina.

Her red countdown remained paused at eleven, the only wound full bars could not touch.

Trevor tried selecting it from the party cleanse menu.

STORY EFFECT: IMMUNE.

“Rude. Full bars mean the next room is worse.”

The next room arrived before he finished.

The black gate shut behind them as bell-wing dragoons filled the endless sky from horizon to horizon. White armor overlapped like scales on one enormous creature.

There was no ground until their shared formation generated four platforms at cardinal points around the party. Each carried its own weather, attack rhythm, and command bell.

North came with freezing lances, South dragged fire behind every wing, Zenith attacked from overhead, and Nadir rose with upside-down gravity.

Four health bars appeared.

NORTH WING HOST // 200,000 HP

SOUTH WING HOST // 200,000 HP

ZENITH WING HOST // 200,000 HP

NADIR WING HOST // 200,000 HP

“Which one first?” Naomi asked.

All four charged as their platforms collapsed inward, bringing eight hundred thousand HP of adds into melee range on the same beat.

“Apparently yes.”

Trevor opened Grace Relay II through Petra and Adina for fourteen MP, then paid six more for two added minutes. Petra saw routes between enemy lances while Adina read the command glyphs inside every bell.

One stream turned the air into knife-marked lanes, and the other filled them with words only Adina could alter. Trevor held both views apart while four armies occupied every direction.

Naomi and Damaris remained outside the relay, keeping two more independent readings of the fight.

Open Scripture cost twenty MP.

ADD LINK // EACH DESTROYED HOST DEALS 200,000 HP TO ITS MATCHING SOVEREIGN WING SOCKET.

ENRAGE // IF TWO HOSTS REMAIN WHEN ONE DIES, SURVIVORS DOUBLE SPEED.

The tooltip clarified after a heartbeat. Killing the first host while three remained caused no enrage, but killing a second would double both survivors' speed before the party could reach them.

Four simultaneous deaths were not required. Trevor simply refused to trust a two-host enrage.

“We kill four within one heartbeat,” Trevor said.

“Again?” Petra asked.

“I found a rotation I like.”

Independent Standard cost Damaris twelve MP. Naomi took North, Petra took South, Adina took Zenith, and Damaris took Nadir.

Naomi raised a silver barrier into the freezing platform and turned every lance impact into stored healing pressure. Petra vanished into fire routes where heat shadows marked the safe tiles.

Adina wrote blue insults across Zenith's command bells while Damaris jumped into reversed gravity and fell upward with both flails spinning.

Junia chose none, staying at the center with Trevor while the other four women left on their own calls.

“You let them split,” she said.

“They picked targets.”

“And if one fails?”

Trevor opened all four rescue markers. “Then I go.”

The System assigned him no host objective, labeling his role FLEX TANK and coloring every emergency route gold as the armies met them.

Fourfold Guard cost twelve MP, placing one wing surface over each woman. The first impact ripped one hundred HP from Trevor and threw the party in four directions.

North froze one surface, South set another burning, Zenith pushed the upper-right wing down, and Nadir pulled the lower-left upward. Trevor's soft body stretched between four forces while his transformed spine bent beyond the limits of his old build.

His face remained offensively pretty in the middle of it.

Junia stared for one dangerous beat.

“Pick an army,” Trevor said.

“I am picking whether to stab you.”

Hard Turn II cost eighteen Stamina.

Partner Slingshot recognized Naomi as the carried ally, and Trevor warned her through the relay one fraction before turning. She changed her barrier into a silver wedge and let him throw them through the healer screen.

The second turn carried both behind North's healer line, where Naomi's barrier opened like a blade and Trevor kicked three healers through it.

North dropped to sixty percent.

Stored lance pressure discharged across the healer line, and silver numbers reversed the next three casts from healing to self-damage. Trevor used the opening to break North's outer bell guard.

Sanctuary Step cost twenty-four MP through Naomi's fresh circle and brought him to Petra's knife-circle inside South. Third-Circle Rebound cost eight more and landed him above Adina.

Adina had changed every Zenith command glyph from DIVE to KISS. Petra's knife-circle existed beneath a burning saddle, forcing Trevor to arrive upside down before Third-Circle Rebound launched him through Zenith's floor.

Two hundred dragoons collided faceplate-first.

“You weaponized affection,” Trevor said.

“They were bad at it.”

Zenith dropped to forty percent. Its command glyphs forced every dive toward the nearest valid target, and Adina's rewrite changed hostility into badly aimed affection without reducing speed.

Helmets struck helmets, bell wings wrapped around the wrong riders, and the whole platform rang like cutlery dropped down stairs.

Nadir swallowed Damaris as upside-down gravity folded the army around her. White armor became a closing sphere with her countdown at its center, and Trevor lost her HP marker beneath hundreds of enemy bars.

His third rescue marker turned crimson.

Judgment Brand cost her fourteen MP, Spellbreak Strike twelve, and Radiant Punishment eighteen more. A gold explosion opened inside the formation, but the dragoons closed over her again.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard and eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II.

Her judgment had burned through the first layer, letting the second drive lances inward. Hard Turn crossed the sphere wall without a curve, shifted between shields, and stopped Trevor's narrow back against her armor.

The first turn carried him through three shield ranks; the second braked beside Damaris with two lances already inside her guard.

One lance dealt one hundred twenty HP. Burden Share II cost twelve MP, moving sixty damage to Trevor while sixty stayed with Damaris.

She looked from the hole in her armor to Trevor. The red ten flickered without resuming because the wound belonged to Nadir, not the founder sentence.

Trevor touched the split plate and made the joke because fear had almost named something he could not fight.

“You keep taking half.”

“I am a tank. It is literally foreplay.”

Damaris blushed despite the army trying to murder them, then caught Trevor's waist and used his four wings as the center of a shared spin.

Both flails struck the command bell from opposite sides.

“Terrible timing.”

“Best timing.”

They broke Nadir's command bell together, dropping the Host to ten percent.

South pinned Petra against a chain blade that had already reduced her to six HP and was closing toward the fire platform. She kept one knife braced in the commander's throat because releasing it would heal the Host.

Trevor saw the angle she valued more than her bar.

Trevor spent twelve MP on Fourfold Guard and eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II for the third rescue. He carried Petra out on the first turn and released her along her own knife route on the second, taking eighty HP across his back.

“You ruined my angle,” Petra said.

“You were at six HP.”

“It was a very good angle.”

Partner Slingshot preserved Petra's marked route and released her exactly where she wanted to go while Trevor's back replaced her beneath the blade.

She threw from his arms and killed the South commander anyway. Her knife crossed the route Trevor had nearly ruined and entered its eye, dropping South to ten percent beside the others.

All four hosts approached ten percent at different speeds as raw flight, shield impacts, and three rescue dives burned another one hundred seventy Stamina.

The party needed one shared heartbeat without one shared command.

Trevor closed Grace Relay, removing the central timer. Each woman could see only the others' raised signals across four armies and a storm of white wings.

Junia hovered at the center beside him.

“You could order the count,” she said.

“Then it would be mine.”

Naomi raised one finger, Petra raised two, Adina raised three, and Damaris raised her flail.

Trevor raised nothing, making himself the only person without a signal so no Host could treat him as the command source.

He watched them watch one another, and four attacks landed.

Naomi discharged North's stored pressure, Petra's knife reached South, Adina turned Zenith's bell inward, and Damaris broke Nadir's command bell.

Four separate players struck on one shared beat because they had watched one another, not because Trevor made them one. North, South, Zenith, and Nadir reached zero together.

All four platforms lost gravity. North's ice shattered into glittering knives, South's fire became riderless saddles, Zenith fell downward for the first time, and Nadir fell upward.

Their corpses crossed in a storm while four separate completion banners remained at the edge of Trevor's sight.

Naomi emerged behind a silver barrier with frost in her hair, and Petra landed on one knee with six HP flashing red. Adina rode a broken command bell while Damaris came out of Nadir spinning beneath the steady red ten.

Trevor wanted to gather them into one frame, but he kept their victory banners separate.

Eight hundred thousand damage struck the Sovereign Core through its wing sockets, dropping its distant health bar to 6,400,000.

The damage traveled through four Host links and found four sockets in the war body beyond the gate. North tore away the upper-left wing, South broke the upper-right, and the other two cracked the buried sockets beneath them.

For one heartbeat, the boss showed the shape Trevor's body was still growing toward: four true wings.

Every feather crest on his back ached with hungry recognition as Body Adaptation climbed to ninety percent.

Thirty Hope entered from his four women seeing the pattern and finishing without an order. Five Dissonance followed when abandoned verdicts tried to assign one meaning to each death.

Trevor let the Hope stay louder.

The white field gathered every abandoned number into one spear. Eight hundred thousand dead-Host verdicts compressed above the party, carrying every unspent damage number from all four armies.

The spear aimed at the nearest unified target, and Trevor made the party's shield count.

Faith's Aegis cost twenty-five Hope and two MP. Trevor spread it across the party, and the spear consumed the shield before leaving him at 144 HP.

The remaining force crossed Trevor's chest and four wings, throwing him backward through a rain of bell corpses.

Naomi could not heal through the world effect, but Trevor stayed airborne anyway.

Bell corpses rained through the gate, with the largest falling toward Naomi and Petra. Damaris caught one on both flails while Adina stepped through its open mouth before it crushed the floor.

Trevor used the last shape of Faith's Aegis to turn another corpse aside.

Junia descended through the only clear lane and landed among them with her sword drawn. Her gray icon carried no owner line.

She had crossed all five clauses and watched the four-Host kill without joining any formation, so the soul engine recognized her as a voluntary challenger.

She had refused Trevor's choir and broken Heaven's owner field. Now the soul engine wrapped no chain around her at all.

That absence was the next phase. The gate needed Junia to test whether Trevor could face a desired woman without turning desire into a claim, and she understood before he did.

“The gate opens for one founder,” she said.

The white sentence charged behind Junia, moving across the horizon one immense word at a time while searching for a founder and judgment-class interceptor.

Damaris's icon lit red.

“We brought five.”

Naomi raised her barrier, Petra recovered one knife, Adina opened her rune book, and Damaris stepped beside Trevor.

Junia's sword remained pointed only at him.

“Then defeat me without making my choice.”

The challenge opened a duel circle inside the raid, giving Junia a boss bar without an allegiance color. Trevor could win by reducing it and fail by claiming it.

Damaris's red countdown watched from above her shoulder.

Behind Junia, the white sentence across the horizon began charging.

FOUNDER JUDGMENT // 12%

Damaris stared as her paused countdown changed from eleven to ten.

SYSTEM // Four add armies, four separate targets, three rescue attacks, zero skip button. You may complain after the loot drops.
LEVEL // 37 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 19 | Vitality 33 | Agility 30 | Focus 28 | Will 29 | Grace 36
HP 144/384
MP 264/386
Stamina 91/315
XP gained: 750
Cumulative XP: 37,650
Direct-danger XP gained: 400
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 15,840/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 6,400,000/9,000,000
Wing Hosts defeated // 4/4
Rescue attacks completed // 3
Hope 255/290
Dissonance 53
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 90%
Damaris // Level 23 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 212/272 | MP 138/194 | Stamina 50/190
Junia Serrat // voluntary gate challenge
Founder Judgment // 12% charged
Damaris countdown // 10


Trevor rolled his shoulders and faced Junia.

“No chains,” he said.

Trevor dismissed every offered Choir link from the duel frame, keeping Junia's icon gray. Even Grace Relay went dark because using her sight would create a connection she had not chosen.

He would fight with his own bars, four wing surfaces, and no shortcut through the woman he wanted to win over.

“No chains,” she agreed.


Chapter 36 — I Won the Duel and Refused the Execute Prompt

Junia came for Trevor's halo as the duel circle sealed around them before the bell corpses finished falling.

White lines pushed Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Damaris to the edge, where any outside attack would forfeit the gate key. Junia crossed the center in one wingbeat.

Her first cut missed his gold ring by less than a finger, her second removed a thigh-length lock of blonde hair, and her third met Fourfold Guard.

The severed hair turned through white light. Trevor felt its loss across his scalp and as an absurd spike of anger from the beauty tracker.

COSMETIC DAMAGE: MINOR.

Junia saw the notice and asked, “Your System worries about hair during a founder raid?”

“It has priorities.”

Twelve MP turned one wing surface into a white-blue shield. Trevor blocked high while Junia struck the same point twice, reading the guard instead of breaking it.

Her boss frame gained a small gold stack.

REPEATED DEFENSE READ: 1.

The impact drove Trevor backward across the black floor.

JUNIA SERRAT // GATE DUEL // HP 100%

SPECIAL RULE // ONLY THE WINNER MAY CHOOSE THE GATE KEY.

Two victory paths appeared beneath the rule.

KILL LOSER: CLAIM KEY.

LOSER YIELDS: KEY MAY BE GIVEN.

The first path glowed brighter, as if the dungeon expected nobody to use the second.

“Good rule,” Trevor said.

Junia struck his cheek with the flat of her sword.

“Stop smiling.”

“You challenged this face. The face is having fun.”

His wide gold eyes and ridiculous lashes reflected the white judgment field while blood ran over one soft cheek. Junia looked angrier because damage made him prettier instead of less annoying.

The transformed face carried pain differently now, flushing his lips and brightening pale cheeks around the cut. Shortened hair on one side made the black streaks look sharper.

Trevor enjoyed her looking, and that enjoyment belonged to the same man who wanted to beat her.

Grace Relay II cost fourteen MP. Trevor opened one stream to Damaris for her verdict reading and kept the other slot visibly empty.

Junia's attacks had no relay tell, owner-field windup, or command lag. Freedom made her faster.

“Why me?” Damaris asked inside the link.

“You read verdicts. She is made of one.”

Junia heard none of it. She attacked without an owner, without Heaven, and without Trevor inside her thoughts, which made her much harder to fight.

Her sword patterns changed whenever Trevor adapted. She abandoned combos halfway through, struck with the pommel, kicked his knee, and used the falling hair as a distraction because no field demanded elegance.

Trevor loved the difficulty and spent twenty MP on Open Scripture.

GATE DUEL CLAUSE // JUNIA GAINS 5% DAMAGE EACH TIME TREVOR BLOCKS THE SAME WAY.

LINKED CLAUSE // EXECUTE AT 0 HP TO CLAIM INQUISITOR RANK KEY.

Clause Chain displayed the link between repetition and execution. Repeating a block increased Junia's damage, while driving her to zero strengthened the dungeon's execute prompt.

Winning fast served the trap, and Clause Chain exposed the second line only because Junia broke Trevor's repeated high guard.

“There is the trap,” Damaris said.

“The execute prompt?”

“The gate wants her dead.”

Junia lunged, and Trevor changed the guard before she touched it. One wing deflected, one rolled, and one became a ramp beneath the sword.

The fourth stayed folded because the same-way clause counted surfaces instead of skill casts. Junia still found the opening beneath his ribs.

Hard Turn II cost eighteen Stamina. Trevor turned behind her, then threw himself beneath the return cut and attacked with his shoulder instead of a blade.

The first change carried him past the killing edge without tracing a path Junia could follow, while the second dropped him beneath her elbow. He drove his shoulder into repaired armor and used four wings to keep the hit blunt.

He wanted her HP lower, not a wound that could finish her later.

Junia lost nine percent HP and stayed alive, then drove a knee into his stomach. The blow folded his small body around her leg and forced out a bright, humiliating noise.

The System displayed TANK POSITIONING QUESTIONABLE while Trevor lost forty HP and all dignity for one breath.

“Very heroic noise,” Petra called.

“Boss got a crit.”

Junia's sword became six white copies carrying fire, soul, memory, command, wing-break, and plain steel damage. The steel cut aimed at the soft face Heaven intended to preserve.

Trevor marked the steel one as real, so Junia switched hands and made the memory cut real instead.

Sanctuary Step cost twenty-four MP and moved Trevor from Naomi's circle to Petra's. He paid eight more for Third-Circle Rebound and appeared behind Adina while six cuts erased his old position.

Adina slapped a blue rune onto his back. It could not alter Junia inside the duel, but it could complain whenever Trevor's feet crossed a predicted sword path.

It flashed constantly.

TEMPORARY BUFF // STOP GETTING STABBED // DURATION: UNREALISTIC

Trevor launched again and used the warning flashes as false tells. Once Junia began reading them, he deliberately entered three bad paths and attacked from the only angle the rune considered safe.

Hard Turn II cost eighteen Stamina. Its first turn carried Damaris's flail momentum without carrying her, and the second released that vector into Trevor's wing strike.

Damaris remained outside the duel circle, but Grace Relay carried her flail's motion. Independent Standard kept the vector hers while Trevor borrowed only its force.

Damaris paid twelve MP for Independent Standard, fourteen for Judgment Brand, twelve for Spellbreak Strike, and eighteen for Radiant Punishment. Junia's return cuts dealt one hundred sixty HP and forty-five Stamina before the combo landed.

Damaris built four layers outside the circle: her banner named the vector, and Judgment Brand named the gate's killing rule as cost-bearer. Spellbreak opened the boundary for one motion while Radiant Punishment sent its force through Trevor's wing.

Junia's return cuts struck Damaris across the link, opening armor at shoulder, ribs, and thigh. Damaris held the flail path anyway.

Junia blocked the wing without seeing the flail's judgment arrive through it.

Trevor's wing stopped on her sword, but the borrowed vector traveled through the guard and hit the ownerless halo behind her. The duel bar fell by forty-one percent, leaving Junia at forty-one while close fighting burned fifty more Stamina from Trevor's wings.

Founder Judgment reached thirty percent behind her as the horizon sentence brightened word by word. Damaris's class icon gained a red outline, and her frozen countdown changed from ten to seven without passing through nine or eight.

Three beats vanished at once.

Junia saw it.

“You know what that sentence does,” Trevor said.

“I know what Heaven calls necessary.”

“That was not my question.”

Junia's sword lowered one inch. “I know what it costs.”

Damaris felt the answer through the relay and went very still.

“And?”

“I am done letting names make choices for me.”

The words changed Junia's duel status from GATEKEEPER to SELF-ORIGINATED CHALLENGER. Her damage rose while the execute reward remained.

The dungeon wanted Trevor to punish her independence with death, so she attacked harder.

No repeated pattern remained. Junia spent HP to cancel animations, cut through recoil, and attack from positions her class sheet labeled impossible.

Trevor's gold eyes widened with delight as Faith's Aegis cost twenty-five Hope and two MP before the final exchange. Eighty HP still vanished through the broken shell, but Trevor stayed up at twenty-four.

Gold light formed around the duel circle, and Junia cut it at six points in one swing. Faith's Aegis absorbed the first impact, cracked on the second, and kept the next four away from Trevor's heart and halo.

Passing damage struck arms, legs, ribs, and wing surfaces, stopping his HP bar at twenty-four while Junia's remained above zero.

Junia reached zero first. Trevor used no blade: a lower wing caught her ankle, an upper wing struck the sword aside, and his palm hit her armor with exactly enough force to empty the bar.

The self-originated challenger fell inside her own circle and landed on one knee with a broken sword. The execute prompt burned over her throat while a gold line ran from Trevor's wing edge to the exposed neck seam.

It showed the damage, rank-key reward, and gate opening immediately after death. Every short path pointed through her.

EXECUTE // CLAIM INQUISITOR RANK KEY

Trevor lifted one wing edge while Junia looked up without pleading. Damaris's relay carried only the verdict text, and the other three waited outside the circle.

They could not enter without stealing the win from both duelists.

Trevor could take the key, but he wanted Junia alive more than a clean clear.

The Sovereign Core fired a siege verdict at the whole party while the execute prompt overlapped its attack preview.

Finishing Junia would open the gate before impact and grant invulnerability frames. Refusing would leave four women outside the duel to take the siege verdict without full bars.

The dungeon made murder the easy tank choice, but Level 38 arrived and interrupted the verdict beam with gold light. Agility widened Trevor's Stamina bar while Focus restored enough MP for the new guard.

Will hardened his soul against the execute prompt and its seductive certainty.

His body refined in the light as gold eyes gained a brighter inner star and lashes lengthened at their dark tips. The soft face looked even more like a fantasy princess while blood crossed one cheek.

Hair regrew the cut lock thicker, brighter, and smooth down his thighs. Trevor loved the restored beauty and chose with it rather than against it.

Agility raised maximum Stamina to 320 and restored five current points, while Focus raised MP to 392 and restored six. Will hardened Trevor's soul against the execute prompt.

Damaris gained three supporting levels from the duel, raising Might, Vitality, Focus twice, Will, and Grace. Her maximum HP reached 282 and restored ten current HP, while class-rank MP reached 224 and restored thirty.

One Skill Point opened.

FOURFOLD GUARD II // Cover four separate bodies or one siege impact. Cost: 14 MP.

Trevor bought it. The upgrade offered either one guard around Trevor for a siege strike or four independent shields over separate people without shared damage.

He selected the second.

Trevor turned away from Junia and spent fourteen MP. The execute line broke when his wing left her throat, graying out the rank-key reward.

Four white-blue surfaces flew to four women.

The surfaces covered Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Damaris before the siege verdict hit all four at once. Trevor's narrow body bowed beneath the force while long hair whipped around his waist in a bright gold sheet.

His soft face tightened, every feather crest burned white-blue, and the guard held.

Each woman received a different shield angle: a dome for Naomi, a moving knife lane for Petra, and a rune frame for Adina. Damaris's guard locked to Independent Standard and preserved her chosen footing beneath the countdown.

The siege beam split across all four and found no shared failure point.

Two echo impacts followed, each costing fourteen MP through Fourfold Guard II. All four separate shields held through both.

The first echo drove Trevor to one knee, and the second flattened every wing surface against its target. His narrow body bowed beneath twelve simultaneous contact points while gold hair filled the space like a banner.

Trevor's HP remained at twenty-four because the guard took the impacts instead of his bar.

The core tried to cheat the split guard with four damage colors. Naomi's dome turned red under a health burn while Petra's lane went green with poison ticks.

Blue memory static crawled over Adina's rune frame, and Damaris received the ugly white of direct soul damage.

“Four targets,” Adina shouted. “Four damage tables.”

“Same tank,” Trevor said through his teeth.

Petra stabbed the red edge of Naomi's dome and peeled away the health-burn tag like a bad enchantment sticker. Naomi caught it in a healing glyph and made the stolen tag restore a chip in the floor.

Adina's frame ate the memory static one symbol at a time while she swore at each one like someone losing an argument with a locked settings menu.

Damaris planted Independent Standard inside her shield, forcing the soul hit to choose between Trevor's guard and her declared footing. It chose both, split its own damage, and failed to break either.

Fourfold Guard II gave four angry women enough room to ruin the boss mechanic in four different ways.

The System put a tiny gold crown over Trevor's tank icon.

MULTI-TARGET DAMAGE PUZZLE // FAILED TO SPLIT PARTY.

“Did I just tank a menu?” Trevor asked.

“You tanked four menus,” Petra said. “Try not to flirt with them.”

“No promises.”

Junia remained alive at zero HP. The duel circle did not restore her, but it recognized that the winner had declined the killing path.

Her gray icon returned without an owner line or forced allegiance.

The gate rejected the missing execution.

RANK KEY UNCLAIMED.

“Then we use hers,” Trevor said.

He offered Junia his hand, repeating the gesture that had followed every prior duel. This time no owner field waited beneath his palm, no Choir link opened, and no System condition appeared.

She looked at the execute prompt, guarded party, and Founder Judgment charging behind her, then took it.

Junia used Trevor's hand only to stand. At zero HP her knees shook and her sword stayed broken, but the choice still belonged to her.

Junia pressed her own palm to the gate, which scanned her rank and found the holder alive. It waited for a transfer while Junia looked once at Trevor and once at Damaris's red six.

Then she pushed the key forward.

INQUISITOR RANK KEY // GIVEN BY HOLDER

The black doors opened without a death animation or rank dropping as loot. The key remained part of Junia even while the gate accepted its use.

The dungeon had contained a second path all along, so twenty Hope entered when Junia chose the guide route at zero HP. Six Dissonance came from the killing sentence recognizing Damaris.

Damaris lowered her flail and read the white words crossing the horizon. Her face changed.

“Trevor,” she said.

“What?”

“Only a judgment-class soul can hold that sentence for one beat.”

Founder Judgment reached forty percent, and her countdown fell to six.

SYSTEM // Level 38 reached. Fourfold Guard II purchased. You defeated Junia, refused the execute prompt, and made the key open itself. The dungeon is furious about player choice.
LEVEL // 38 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 19 | Vitality 33 | Agility 31 (+1) | Focus 29 (+1) | Will 30 (+1) | Grace 36
HP 24/384
MP 148/392
Stamina 10/320
XP gained: 1,200
Cumulative XP: 38,850
Direct-danger XP gained: 720
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 16,560/18,900
Fourfold Guard II purchased
Cost: 14 MP | Cover: 4 separate bodies or 1 siege impact
Hope 250/300
Dissonance 59
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 91%
Damaris // Level 26 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 62/282 | MP 112/224 | Stamina 5/190
Junia Serrat // 0 HP, alive
Gate key // given by holder
Founder Judgment // 40% charged
Damaris countdown // 6


Beyond the open gate, the sovereign core waited around a throne made from every stolen name.


Chapter 37 — The Final Boss Offered One Save Slot

The throne room gave them one checkpoint, which was how Trevor knew it intended to be cruel.

FINAL BOSS CHECKPOINT // ONE USE

WARNING // RESPAWN DISABLED BEYOND THIS POINT

Five blue flames circled the crystal, each carrying a party portrait and a tiny list of everything the checkpoint would restore. Junia's portrait remained gray because she had entered at zero HP instead of joining Trevor's party.

Trevor tapped her flame anyway.

UNBOUND GUEST // RESTORE TO MINIMUM NON-DYING STATE

“The checkpoint has a mercy setting,” he said.

“The checkpoint has a boss-key preservation setting,” Junia replied.

“Same animation.”

Petra crouched beside the crystal and checked for teeth while Adina searched its tooltip for hidden debuffs. Naomi held a healing glyph over Damaris and watched the red six refuse to move.

The countdown was not damage, so the checkpoint could fill every bar without touching it.

Damaris rolled one shoulder beneath her repaired armor and asked whether standing there long enough would bore the boss.

AFK TIMER // FOUNDER JUDGMENT CONTINUES TO CHARGE

Adina said no; it would get funny.

Trevor looked at the one-use label and called for the heal, saved potions, and every cooldown ready. Petra asked whether they had potions, and he answered that they did emotionally.

She called it the most suspicious full heal she had ever seen, so Trevor touched it before the dungeon changed its mind.

Trevor placed his palm on the blue crystal. HP filled to 384, MP reached 392, and Stamina returned to 320.

Damaris rose to 282 HP, 224 MP, and 190 Stamina while Junia recovered enough to walk, glare, and refuse help in that order.

Every skill icon flashed ready, but broken armor returned only to its last saved durability. Trevor's gorget kept a sword-shaped gap across the front.

Naomi looked from the gap to his bare throat.

Naomi called it a lack of armor; Trevor called it an aggressive neckline.

Damaris caught the loose edge and pulled him close enough to check the healed skin, moving her thumb once over his throat.

“If the boss cuts here,” she said, “I am killing it twice.”

Trevor called that the party spirit he wanted.

The room beyond contained no floor, only every stolen name in the city flowing beneath them like stars in black water.

The Sovereign Core sat at the center on a throne made from white command lines. Its war body remained outside, but the true form was smaller than Trevor: a child-sized knot of halos around one enormous golden eye.

SOVEREIGN CORE // TRUE BODY // HP 6,400,000

Six rings turned around the golden eye, each displaying one boss phase in tiny white icons. Phase one deleted the floor, phase two weaponized names, phase three disabled outside links, and phase four copied the highest-cost party skill.

Phase five showed one empty character slot instead of an icon, while phase six placed a red skull over the whole city.

Petra threw a knife into the black water, where it stopped beside one glowing line and returned with a red target mark attached.

Petra announced that the floor had aggro.

Naomi caught the knife inside a healing circle. The mark jumped to her spell and tried to turn the heal into a falling name, then dissolved when she dismissed the cast.

Naomi identified the target rule as actions rather than bodies.

Adina drew a blue copy of the six rings, and the phase icons changed order as soon as she finished.

Adina announced that it read plans, so Trevor proposed planning badly; she called that his natural build.

Junia watched the eye rather than the icons. “Its pupil narrows before the rings change. The tell belongs to the body, not the interface.”

Trevor smiled at Junia for bringing raid knowledge; she corrected him that she had brought a desire to see it die, which was even better.

At the edge, Damaris planted her flail and created a thin white path beneath her boots. Judgment class gave her a floor where none existed, lasting one beat before returning beneath her next step.

Trevor watched the timing while the empty phase-five slot watched him back.

The Founder Judgment crossed the horizon behind it.

CHARGE // 40%

Damaris's red countdown stayed at six while Trevor tried to reopen Grace Relay.

FAILED // OUTSIDE COMMAND DECAY

The decay did more than close voice chat: Fourfold Guard II lost remote targeting, Sanctuary Step kept only the last visible circle, and Partner Slingshot showed Damaris as OUT OF RANGE nearby.

Every party combo still existed, but they would have to perform each one by sight.

Petra tapped two fingers against her thigh for flank ready, Naomi raised one glowing thumb for heal held, and Adina spun her chalk once for rune primed.

Damaris pointed her flail at Trevor and then the core: throw me at that bastard. Trevor understood all four.

Naomi's voice vanished first, followed by Petra's route markers. Adina's blue notes remained visible but silent, while Damaris stood ten feet away and felt farther than the city.

Trevor said he hated solo phases, and Damaris reminded him aloud that he was not solo.

The Sovereign Core showed him the sentence.

NAME THE FOUNDER AS COST-BEARER.

PLACE A JUDGMENT-CLASS SOUL IN THE RETURNING SENTENCE FOR ONE UNINTERRUPTED BEAT.

THE INTERCEPTOR'S BODY CONTINUITY IS DELETED WHEN THE SENTENCE RESOLVES.

The System opened one empty slot.

INTERCEPTOR // ________

Trevor put his own name into it.

INVALID // FOUNDER CANNOT BE COST-BEARER AND RETURNING SENTENCE.

His name hit the slot, split into two copies, and caught fire. One labeled him founder while the other tried to build a judgment-class body and failed at the halo.

CLASS MISMATCH // WITNESS ANGEL IS NOT A SENTENCE INTERCEPTOR

Open Scripture found no hidden exception, and Clause Chain showed the founder and interceptor rules joining at the same red failure node.

Trevor pulled the burning name free before the slot ate it and called the rejection rude.

He tried one of the freed numbered souls.

INVALID // NO JUDGMENT CLASS // NO PRESENT BODY CONTINUITY.

The soul appeared above the slot as a blue star. The returning sentence built a ghostly body around it, found no heartbeat to delete, and rejected the shape.

Naomi wrapped the star in a healing shell, but it counted as a spell instead of a body. Adina added a rune skeleton, which the System labeled FURNITURE.

Petra offered a coat and two knives.

STILL FURNITURE.

Petra accused the System of bias.

The numbered soul flashed once in possible agreement and returned to the river unharmed.

He tried Fourfold Guard II.

INVALID // GUARD MAY COVER THE IMPACT, NOT THE RETURNING SENTENCE.

Four shields entered the slot. The sentence passed through all four without dealing damage because damage was not its attack type.

BODY CONTINUITY DELETE // CANNOT BE BLOCKED BY HP SHIELD

Trevor nested, crossed, and wrapped the guard angles around the slot, using one as a false body outline. The System put a dunce cap over his tank icon.

SAME WRONG ANSWER // 4 VARIANTS

Adina respected the commitment, and Trevor suggested a fifth try might hurt the boss's feelings. When she denied it had any, he declared that they had found the real weakness.

He looked at Junia, and she looked back without flinching.

The System ran the route.

JUNIA SERRAT // RANK KEY ALREADY SPENT // SENTENCE RETURNS THROUGH OPEN GATE // CITY LOSS: 100%

A red preview spread across the name-river. Junia held the sentence for one beat before her body vanished and the open rank-key path turned the return strike downward through every stolen name.

All six million four hundred thousand boss HP reached zero in the preview, along with every soul beneath it.

The System stamped the line CLEAR and TOTAL PARTY PURPOSE FAILURE at the same time.

Junia cut her own preview apart with the broken half of her sword.

Junia ordered him not to spend a city on her pride; Trevor denied planning to, though she had seen him looking at the very large damage number.

Damaris said no before Trevor asked, because he had been about to.

Trevor tried to close the slot, but it stayed open as Founder Judgment reached fifty percent.

“There is another line,” he said. “We break the true body before it fires.”

Adina wrote the remaining boss HP in blue fire.

6,400,000

She divided it by the best burst the party had shown in the gate duel.

ESTIMATED BURST WINDOWS REQUIRED // 9

Founder Judgment had time for one.

Petra marked six safe launch points around the true body while Naomi paired each with a heal circle. Junia traced the narrow-pupil tell, and Damaris placed one-beat judgment paths between them.

Trevor built a route across all six.

The route reached phase five with the boss below half HP, but the empty slot appeared and erased the plan.

They changed damage order: Naomi held offense until the second ring, Petra saved every knife proc for the eye, and Adina fed the boss a false copy target.

Junia offered to attack through the open gate after the names escaped, but the slot appeared earlier.

Trevor tried a pure tank route, and Fourfold Guard II held the eye beam, falling-name storm, copied party skill, and one ring collapse.

It could not hold a deletion rule.

Trevor tried a speed route with Damaris throwing him, Petra cutting ring anchors, Naomi turning healing into damage, and Adina making the floor forget to stay absent.

The preview reached one boss HP, but the slot remained empty and Founder Judgment still fired.

Trevor called it a dirty phase lock, while Junia claimed the final mechanic could not be skipped. He insisted every mechanic could be skipped once they found a sufficiently bad idea.

Petra drew every route she could find, and all of them ended at the same empty slot. Naomi pressed both hands to Damaris's armor as if she could heal a future wound before it existed.

Damaris caught Trevor's face between her gauntlets and told him to listen. He refused, stealing her line, and demanded another route.

When Damaris said there was none, Trevor proposed wiping and returning with better gear. She reminded him respawn was disabled, and this was not one of the System's lies.

Trevor gripped her wrists, his gold eyes burning too large in his soft face and wet lashes looking deeply unfair. He could throw allies through aerial armies, make enemies hesitate, and guard four lives at once.

None of it filled the empty slot.

The System offered an auto-fill button, and Trevor hit it before anyone could stop him.

BEST VALID MATCH // DAMARIS PIKE

Her portrait entered the slot. The preview showed Iron Verdict freezing the returning sentence for one beat, exposing the core and preserving the city names before Damaris's body broke into white squares.

Trevor punched the preview hard enough to scatter it, but his restored knuckles lost no HP. The checkpoint field protected players from hurting themselves before the pull.

PRE-PULL DAMAGE DISABLED.

“Cowardly feature,” he said.

Damaris took his fist in both hands and lowered it. Trevor reminded her about the road after this city; she still wanted it, so he demanded she stay for it.

Damaris looked past him at the six phase rings.

“You will need Petra on the eye anchors. Naomi cannot chase you during outside decay, so land in her circles. Adina's false copy must come before the core reads Fourfold Guard.”

“Stop giving me the plan like you are not in it.”

“Junia takes my second launch point.”

“No.”

“Trevor.”

“No.”

The golden eye narrowed and changed every ring's order again, yet the empty slot stayed fifth.

Damaris smiled without joy. “See? Even the boss knows which part does not change.”

Damaris kissed him, not with goodbye but with angry, hungry life. She bit his lower lip, pulled his narrow body against her armor, and made him feel every future she still wanted.

Then she stepped back before he could hold her there.

“Win enough road to come find me,” she said.

“I do not have a resurrection skill.”

“Then loot one.”

The System made a broken sound that might have been a laugh. Trevor reached for Burden Share, and Damaris closed her side of the link.

“No. You do not turn my choice into half your wound.”

“Damaris.”

“You taught me to choose the formation.”

She planted the butt of her flail against the black floor.

“This one is mine.”

The interceptor slot accepted her name without locking it.

DAMARIS PIKE // VALID // CONFIRM BY ENTERING RETURN PATH

No button appeared for Trevor because the path belonged to the person it would erase.

Damaris stepped onto the first white tile, and five more formed toward Ring Five. Each lasted one beat, the same rhythm Iron Verdict would need when the sentence returned.

Trevor followed along the edge until outside decay cut him off.

“Phase order,” Damaris said.

“Petra breaks the eye anchors. Naomi paints landing heals. Adina crashes the copy ring. Junia takes your old launch point.”

“And you?”

“I hold all four of them through the wipe tell, hit the eye, and find where Heaven put you.”

“That last part is not this fight.”

“It is in my quest log.”

On the fifth tile, Damaris looked back.

Naomi placed a gold heal circle at Trevor's first landing point while Petra marked both eye anchors with knives. Adina drew a deliberately wrong Fourfold Guard for Ring Four to steal.

Junia moved into Damaris's launch lane and raised her broken sword as the party formation turned green one role at a time.

TANK // READY

HEALER // READY

ROGUE // READY

RUNECASTER // READY

KEY-BEARER // READY

INTERCEPTOR // READY BY OWN ENTRY

Six hundred fifty XP entered when the final-boss formation locked. The pre-pull reward felt obscene, as if the dungeon had paid them for finding the correct person to lose.

Trevor refused to spend a level bar that had not crossed yet.

At the sixth tile, fifteen Hope entered because Damaris chose the line, and three Dissonance followed because Trevor could not make it painless.

The true body opened its enormous eye, sending aggro arrows toward every soul in the river. Trevor's arrow was thickest, but Damaris's white return path cut across all of them.

Petra rolled one knife over her fingers while Naomi's heal circles brightened. Adina held up Ring Four's false guard rune, and Junia lowered her broken blade beside Damaris.

“On the eye tell,” Junia said.

“On Damaris's beat,” Trevor replied.

Damaris reached the end of the white path. “Both. You will need both.”

The golden pupil narrowed as six phase rings spun into opening order. Red name-spears filled the missing floor while the core's first cast bar began alongside the judgment.

Founder Judgment reached one hundred percent, and every stolen name beneath the throne room lit red.

TARGET // TREVOR DWYER

SPLASH TARGETS // EVERY SOUL BEHIND THE FOUNDER

The Sovereign Core fired.

SYSTEM // Final checkpoint claimed. Every substitute failed. Damaris chose the only valid interception and closed your share link before you could steal half the cost. This is not a victory screen.
LEVEL // 38 — Witness Angel
HP 384/384 | MP 392/392 | Stamina 320/320
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 39,500
Direct-danger XP gained: 300
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 16,860/18,900
Hope 265/300
Dissonance 62
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 93%
Damaris // Level 26 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 282/282 | MP 224/224 | Stamina 190/190
Interceptor choice // hers
Burden Share // closed by Damaris
Founder Judgment // fired
Respawn // disabled


The beam reached them all at once.


Chapter 38 — The Boss Took the One Party Slot I Couldn't Replace

The beam reached them all at once, and Trevor spent fourteen MP on Fourfold Guard II.

Four white-blue wing surfaces covered Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia while Damaris stood outside them on a different line. Founder Judgment struck Trevor's guard, split around his body, and became three rings around the core.

The four guard surfaces screamed under the beam, each carrying a different part of the checkpoint plan.

Naomi's dome held the center heal circle, Petra's shield angled toward the first eye anchor, and Adina's became Ring Four's promised false copy. Junia's guard locked to the open rank-key path and kept it from turning toward the city.

Trevor stood between them with no shield of his own. The beam wrote red damage previews across his narrow body, then canceled them because Damaris's return path caught the hit before impact.

His gold eyes reflected every number.

TANK DAMAGE PREVIEW // LETHAL

RETURN PATH // ACTIVE

“That one was close,” Naomi shouted.

“It only said lethal.”

“That means close to dead.”

“Still close.”

RETURNING SENTENCE // ARMING

INTERCEPTOR WINDOW // LOCKED UNTIL CORE RINGS BREAK

“Three lock phases,” Petra shouted.

“Of course there are.”

The first ring spawned every saint automaton they had broken in the city. White armor rose from the name-water in pieces and snapped together around one living pilot with a hidden HP bar.

The automaton had six arms holding copied party weapons: flail, knife, chalk blade, healing staff, broken inquisitor sword, and a ridiculous gold mirror shaped like Trevor's face.

“The mirror is mine,” Trevor said.

“Please focus,” Damaris replied.

“I am focusing on theft.”

The second spawned the Catacomb Leviathan's heart without the monster, while the third filled the throne room with sanctioned copies of Damaris.

Trevor's outside links remained dead, and the party attacked anyway.

He spent twenty MP on Open Scripture.

RING ONE // BREAK ONE LIVING ARMOR JOINT WITHOUT KILLING ITS PILOT.

RING TWO // STRIKE THE HEART FROM THREE UNMERGED ROUTES.

RING THREE // REAL DAMARIS MUST NAME A JUDGMENT NONE OF HER COPIES ACCEPT.

“We already cleared these mechanics,” Trevor said.

BOSS REMIX. COPE.

The saint charged with its flail arm first. Damaris met it without a link, caught the chain around her own weapon, and pulled the whole machine half a step off center.

The copied knife arm stabbed at Naomi while Petra marked its elbow with two real knives, proving which metal line belonged to the shell.

Adina drew a blue door over the rune arm, sending the copied chalk blade behind the saint to carve an error line across its own back.

Junia intercepted her copied sword. Broken steel met perfect steel, and the perfect blade cracked first because Junia no longer swung on Heaven's timing.

Hard Turn II cost eighteen Stamina. Trevor carried Naomi through the first turn, released her above the shoulder, and used the second to catch the living pilot beneath its plate.

Naomi landed inside the armor instead of on it. Her staff struck no enemy, but a healing burst filled the pilot's hidden HP bar and forced the System to display it.

SAINT PILOT // HP 4/120 // FRIENDLY TARGET UNDER HOSTILE ARMOR

The automaton tried to crush her between rib plates. Fourfold Guard II cost fourteen MP, using one surface for the plate and another for the pilot.

The other two caught Petra and Adina when the Leviathan heart kicked away the floor.

Trevor drove his shoulder beneath the white ribs and opened four wings in opposite directions. The shell tore away from its healed pilot without taking the last four HP.

The empty armor swung for one beat before discovering it contained no target and collapsing into loot-colored light. No item dropped.

REMIX ENEMY // LOOT ALREADY CLAIMED IN PRIOR CLEAR

“Cheap boss,” Petra said.

The first ring broke after costing Trevor sixty HP and sixty Stamina.

The heart opened three mouths facing different versions of the room. Petra saw knife routes across the name-water, Adina saw blue rule bridges, and Junia saw the open rank-key path.

Trevor saw all three only while moving between them.

The heart fired a black pulse down Petra's route, but she jumped her knife marker one beat early and let it chase an empty path.

Adina wrote SOLID beneath one rule bridge, which believed her long enough for Naomi to cross before dropping away behind them.

Junia reached the third mouth alone, stabbed its offer to restore her Cathedral Inquisitor class, and kept the gate open.

“That counts as route confirmation,” Trevor said.

Petra found one route, Adina wrote another, and Junia cut a third without asking Trevor for a mark, command, or forgiveness.

Hard Turn II cost eighteen Stamina again, letting Trevor hit all three routes in one wingbeat without merging them.

The first turn began on Petra's knife mark. Trevor struck the left mouth with one lower wing, vanished before the paths touched, and fell through Adina's bridge.

The second turn caught the blue route without carrying it, and one upper wing hit the center mouth. Partner Slingshot remained dark because Damaris saved her vector for judgment.

Trevor kicked away from the bridge and entered Junia's open gate as himself rather than her owner. The route accepted him because she held it open, and his fourth wing struck the final mouth.

Three damage numbers appeared in three colors and remained separate until the heart tried to heal each mouth from the other two.

The healing links crossed, making the heart damage itself with all three before bursting and breaking the second ring.

The blast took another sixty HP and fifty Stamina from Trevor.

Nine Damaris copies surrounded the real woman, each offering her the road after the city.

One offered rank, one safety, another a flawless body untouched by the sentence, and a fourth offered Trevor kneeling forever in apology.

The others offered smaller lies.

One promised a road without arguments and another a party that never needed her to carry a cost. Two more promised Trevor would stop loving or fearing the angel in his mirror.

The last copy offered nothing, wearing Damaris's face and holding her flail while waiting for someone else to choose. That one made her angriest, and Damaris laughed at it.

“He would last six minutes.”

“Seven,” Trevor said.

“Generous.”

Damaris spent fourteen MP on Judgment Brand, twelve on Spellbreak Strike, and eighteen on Radiant Punishment.

The first brand burned across the copy offering rank.

“Act: replacing desire with a reward table,” Damaris said. “Cost-bearer: the woman too afraid to want the road.”

Spellbreak Strike shattered the rank pane, and Radiant Punishment followed its broken text through all three copies sharing the offer.

She named the rejected judgment.

“I regret nothing enough to become someone who never chose it.”

Her flail destroyed three copies, and the ring spawned six more.

They returned with higher levels, brighter armor, and the same empty promises. One wore Damaris's face with Heaven's gold eyes, while another had no scars because every hard choice had been patched out.

Trevor moved toward them, and the ring placed a white wall between him and Damaris.

PERSONAL JUDGMENT PHASE // OUTSIDE DAMAGE IMMUNE

He hit it anyway, but the wall did not lose HP.

Damaris looked over her shoulder. “I have this.”

“I know.”

He kept hitting the wall because knowing did not make waiting easier.

She repeated the combination, and the second brand caught the flawless copy.

“Act: deleting the marks that prove I lived. Cost-bearer: the coward wearing my skin.”

Her flail cracked the perfect face while radiant light exposed a hollow class slot where memory should have been.

Another forty-four MP vanished and three copies broke before the ring replaced them.

Damaris repeated the combination a third time, striking the copy that waited for orders.

“Act: refusing my own choice. Cost-bearer: me, if I ever become her.”

The third Judgment Brand classified every sanctioned bonus as part of the rejected act, stripping each copy of borrowed power.

Three Judgment Brands, three Spellbreak Strikes, and three Radiant Punishments cost one hundred thirty-two MP. The engine drained twenty-five more through the copies, while flail exchanges took seventy-three Stamina and copied attacks took thirty-eight HP.

The last false Damaris asked, “Who are you without a sanctioned verdict?”

“The woman who chooses the cost-bearer.”

She did not look at the copy when she answered; she looked at Trevor.

Her flail struck, and the third ring broke.

Damaris gained two supporting levels, raising Might, Agility, Focus, and Grace. Maximum Stamina reached 195 and restored five points, class-rank MP reached 236 and restored twelve, and Soul Resistance reached 69.

The System showed her final ready state.

DAMARIS PIKE // LEVEL 28 DAWN INQUISITOR

HP 244/282 // MP 79/236 // STAMINA 122/195

The interceptor window opened.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Fourfold Guard II when the true body attacked and fourteen more when the throne became blades. The latter guard's fourth surface kept stolen names from erupting through Naomi's body.

The first attack was a pupil beam aimed at Trevor's halo. He folded all four wings into single-siege mode and let it drive him backward through three floating name-lines.

The second attack broke the throne into a hundred white swords. Petra marked the true four, Adina made twelve false blades collide, and Junia caught one with her broken weapon.

Naomi stood beneath the fourth and trusted Trevor's guard to arrive; it did.

One shield caught Naomi, one covered Petra's exit, and one framed Adina's rune space. The last struck Junia's blade from behind and turned her block into a counter that cut the core's outer halo.

The core copied Fourfold Guard, but Adina's false version reached Ring Four first and created four tiny blue umbrellas around the eye.

COPIED SKILL // FOURFOLD UMBRELLA // WEATHER RESISTANCE +8%

Trevor stared.

“Best rune I have ever made,” Adina said.

The party attacked through the useless copy, burning fifty-four Stamina to stay above the black name-water.

Faith's Aegis cost twenty-five Hope and two MP, but the core tore through it and dealt sixty more HP.

Trevor reached for Burden Share II, and the failed opening cost twelve MP.

NO ACCEPTED WOUND // INTERCEPTOR ENTERED SEPARATE JUDGMENT SPACE.

“Damaris, wait.”

She planted Independent Standard for twelve MP, holding her chosen formation with every outside link dead. Then she spent fourteen MP on Judgment Brand.

“Act,” she said, staring into the Sovereign Core, “stealing every name behind him.”

The brand burned across the golden eye.

“Cost-bearer: you.”

The returning sentence changed direction.

FOUNDER NAMED // COST RETURNING

JUDGMENT INTERCEPTOR // DAMARIS PIKE

Trevor caught her arm.

“No.”

Damaris touched his bloodied cheek with one gauntlet.

“Road,” she said.

“I remember.”

“Good.”

She stepped into the beam, and the first pulse took forty-six HP and twenty Stamina.

She stayed upright while Independent Standard formed one white tile beneath her boots and another farther inside the sentence.

The beam tried to force her forward, but her field changed the movement from forced to chosen without changing its end.

DAMARIS // HP 198/282 // STAMINA 102/195

The second pulse stripped her armor into white lines: shoulder plate, chest guard, gauntlets, greaves, and every buckle that had survived the city.

The beam left no broken gear to loot because it removed each item record as it crossed.

Damaris kept the flail until its chain began turning white.

DAMARIS // HP 130/282 // STAMINA 76/195

Naomi screamed Damaris's name and fired a heal into the sentence. The gold spell filled the shape where HP should have risen, then returned as a red zero.

HEALING BLOCKED // DAMAGE TYPE: CONTINUITY DELETE

Petra threw a route knife into the sentence, and the blade vanished. Its marker appeared for half a second inside Heaven's Archive path before closing ahead of Petra's fingers.

Adina wrote NO across the beam until the word burned off her fingers, then wrote it again with the other hand.

Junia struck the return boundary with her broken sword, spilling Cathedral class text that tried to claim Damaris as sanctioned property.

Independent Standard rejected Heaven too.

The third pulse took Damaris's braid, skin, and every scar Trevor knew. Her braid came apart into white data before the scar across her jaw vanished.

Trevor had kissed that scar after the river gate. The sentence removed its body marker without removing his memory.

DAMARIS // HP 61/282 // STAMINA 46/195

Trevor flew into the returning sentence, which threw him back for one hundred seventy-four HP and eighty Stamina. Level 39 arrived because he survived.

Might, Vitality, and Will rose while maximum HP reached 394 and restored ten current HP.

Gold fire moved through his four wings and every wound while grief formed inside his refining face. Lashes lengthened at the outer corners, and gold eyes brightened until their pupils looked cut from sunlight.

His mouth softened, cheekbones grew more delicate, and fresh blonde hair swept down his back in a shining black-streaked curtain.

The System made him prettier at the exact second he wanted power to mean something else. Trevor hated the timing, still loved the body, and hurt from both truths at once.

Damaris remained inside.

“Look at me,” she said.

Trevor looked as the final pulse reached zero.

DAMARIS PIKE // HP 0/282 // STAMINA 12/195 // MP 53/236

Her body became a white outline that folded into one point of light and vanished upward. Her flail hit the black floor.

The party list did not gray out; it removed her slot.

Trevor reached into the empty space with his Choir, his hands, and every command he had refused to make. Nothing answered.

BODY CONTINUITY // DELETED

SOUL DESTINATION // HEAVEN'S RECLAMATION ARCHIVE

OWNER LINK // NONE

REVIVAL // UNAVAILABLE

The Archive tore two hundred twenty-two Hope from every future Trevor had attached to Damaris, and five Dissonance entered the wound left behind.

The branded Sovereign Core screamed as one uninterrupted beat opened it to every soul beneath the throne. Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia struck for one million four hundred thousand HP.

Trevor did not see the number; he saw the flail.

SYSTEM // Damaris Pike is dead. Her body continuity is gone. Her soul is beyond your link. No, you cannot reload.
LEVEL // 39 — Witness Angel
ATTRIBUTES // Might 20 (+1) | Vitality 34 (+1) | Agility 31 | Focus 29 | Will 31 (+1) | Grace 36
HP 40/394
MP 302/392
Stamina 40/320
XP gained: 1,350
Cumulative XP: 40,850
Direct-danger XP gained: 870
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 17,730/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 5,000,000/9,000,000
Hope 18/300
Dissonance 67
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 96%
Damaris Pike // Level 28 Dawn Inquisitor
HP 0/282 | MP 53/236 | Stamina 12/195
Body continuity // deleted
Soul // Heaven's Reclamation Archive
Owner link // none
Revival // unavailable in Book 2
Party slots // 4 occupied, 1 empty


The Sovereign Core began its next cast, and every phase ring turned red.

Trevor picked up Damaris's flail.


Chapter 39 — The Party Slot Stayed Empty

Trevor picked up Damaris's flail, and the handle still held the warmth of her hand.

It was heavier than it looked. Damaris had balanced the long chain through her whole body, letting the flail head build force around planted feet. Trevor's narrow frame and four-wing stance wanted to move with the weapon instead. His first test swing pulled him half a step toward the name-water before Petra caught the back of his belt.

“Damaris never did that.”

“Damaris had more ass behind the counterweight.”

Naomi made a broken sound that almost became a laugh, which hurt worse when it failed.

Trevor wrapped the loose chain around one lower wing, and the weapon tooltip opened.

INQUISITOR FLAIL // SOULBOUND OWNER: NONE

JUDGMENT BONUS // INACTIVE

CURRENT WIELDER FIT // TERRIBLE

“Rude twice in one minute,” Trevor said.

The System did not apologize, and no soul waited inside the weapon. No hidden quest marker appeared, and no ghost offered one last attack. It was steel, leather, blood, and an empty weight his wrist did not know how to carry.

The Sovereign Core began its next cast as three white bars appeared around the golden eye. One carried Naomi's healer icon, another Petra's route mark, and the third Adina's rune. The missing fourth bar displayed Damaris's flail.

The core had learned the party's old rotation but not what they would become without it.

PARTY SIZE // 4/5

Naomi moved to Trevor's right and left Damaris's place open, while Petra started a joke, swallowed it, and drew two knives instead.

Adina wrote Damaris's name in blue above the missing slot, where the letters stayed until the white field burned them away. Junia looked at the flail.

“Do not ask me to replace her.”

“Wasn't going to.”

The System opened a formation warning as the empty place pulsed.

FRONT-LINE JUDGMENT SLOT // EMPTY

KNOWN ROTATIONS // BROKEN

The formation pane tried to auto-fill Junia into the open front-line slot.

SUGGESTED REPLACEMENT // JUNIA SERRAT

Trevor closed the suggestion, but it reopened, so he closed it harder.

REPLACEMENT DECLINED.

Junia watched the pane vanish. “You could use my class.”

“I am using your class.” Trevor pointed at the key-bearer icon. “I am not using her name.”

Junia lowered her broken sword without thanking him, and that helped.

The core cast STOLEN MERCY, and one million dead voices begged Naomi for healing at once.

Their health bars covered the room from floor to halo. Some showed one missing HP, while others showed bodies deleted with no maximum left. The rest belonged to people already freed from the river whose old wounds had become bait.

Naomi's healer interface selected the lowest bars on its own.

MASS TRIAGE TARGETS // 1,000,000

RECOMMENDED CAST // BLUE DAWN RESTORATION

Trevor saw the core's golden owner line hidden behind the recommendation.

“Naomi, cancel—”

She answered on instinct because Blue Dawn Restoration had saved whole streets. Her hands knew the cast before grief let her think. A healing sun opened between them, found a million targets, and poured blue light into the black water beneath them.

Without Damaris naming the cost-bearer, the true body claimed Naomi's heal as tribute. The false health bars snapped shut, and every point of blue light reversed into the core's eye. Three hundred thousand green numbers rose through its widening golden pupil.

The Sovereign Core recovered three hundred thousand HP.

PLAN ONE // FAILED

Naomi stared at her hands as her healer icon gained a gray lock for one beat. She tried to cast again, not at the boss but at the empty place where Damaris had stood, and no target frame appeared.

“That was not your fault,” Trevor said.

“It was my spell.”

“And its theft.”

“She would have seen it.”

Trevor tightened his grip on the wrong weapon. “Then we see the next one.”

The core cast STOLEN ROAD, spreading silver routes across the missing floor with one of Petra's old knife marks on every path. Behind the throne, a thin lane reached the eye without crossing a single attack cone, and it looked perfect.

Petra threw a knife, stepped onto the route, and came out where she had begun. Damaris would have suspended the loop for one beat. Petra's own back filled her view because the loop had placed her one step behind herself. When she threw again, a second Petra entered while the first was still leaving.

For three seconds, the room contained five copies of the same rogue running the same safe path and arriving nowhere.

ROUTE SAFETY // 100%

ROUTE PROGRESS // 0%

“I found the safest possible failure,” Petra said.

The slot stayed empty.

Petra ran it again and hit the same beginning, even after cutting her own route marker before entering. The silver line tied itself around her ankle and dragged her back to the start anyway.

Junia struck the loop with her broken sword, but the path had no judgment tag to cut. Naomi filled it with blue light, which the route carried in a circle until it faded.

PLAN TWO // FAILED

“I hate circular level design,” she whispered.

The core cast STOLEN RULE, ripping blue text from Adina's last hundred notes. It assembled the pieces into a clause and displayed them across the throne room like a boss tutorial written by someone who hated readers.

Adina exposed the clause in blue fire.

WHOEVER NAMES THE THEFT BECOMES ITS COST-BEARER.

She tried to replace WHOEVER with SOVEREIGN CORE, but the letters resisted her chalk. WHOEVER grew teeth, bit the blue replacement, swallowed SOVEREIGN CORE, and put Adina's name in the cost slot.

Adina erased her own name, so the clause chose Trevor next because his party icon sat at the top of the formation. Without a judgment strike to make the name stick, it snapped back and dealt twenty HP through the party field.

The hit opened three fresh cuts across Trevor's soft face, one passing beneath his left eye without touching the long lashes. The beauty tracker flashed a relieved gold heart.

FACE DAMAGE // DRAMATIC, NOT DISFIGURING

“Great,” Trevor said. “The System remains brave.”

PLAN THREE // FAILED

The three failures became enemies. Stolen Mercy rose as a healer with no face and a million blue hands. Stolen Road became a silver rogue made from loops, while Stolen Rule wore Adina's coat over a body of biting text.

The empty judgment slot gave all three an invulnerable white outline.

FAILED PLANS // NOW HOSTILE

“Of course our mistakes have a second phase,” Petra said.

Stolen Mercy attacked Naomi with heals, each blue bolt trying to overfill her HP, turn the excess into tribute, and feed the core. Naomi stopped casting and used her staff like a club because the healer construct had no answer for blunt damage.

She broke two blue hands, ducked beneath a third, and drove the staff through the blank face. The construct healed its own wound and sent the gain to the core.

“It even steals from itself,” she said.

“Then let it,” Trevor replied.

Naomi kept hitting while each self-heal became a smaller tribute. Soon the loop spent more than it gained, and the construct's MP bar reached zero. Its white outline flickered.

Stolen Road wrapped Petra in six safe routes, returning every knife throw and ending every dodge where the attack began. Petra stopped searching for an exit and put both knives into the silver floor beneath her own feet.

The route tried to return the strike to its start, but the start was inside the route. Silver lines cut each other until the rogue construct tied itself into a bright knot.

Stolen Rule opened its mouth around Adina.

WHOEVER ATTACKS THIS RULE BECOMES THE ATTACK'S TARGET.

Adina read it once, smiled without humor, and wrote a new sentence on her own sleeve.

THIS IS NOT AN ATTACK.

She slapped the sleeve across the construct's face, and the rule tried to bite the cloth. Finding no attack tag, it swallowed its own first word. Without WHOEVER, the clause could not choose a target, and the text body unraveled from the head down.

Junia struck all three flickering outlines with the flat of her broken blade.

“Act: feeding on failed plans. Cost-bearer: the parasite wearing them.”

Her judgment belonged to none of the old rotations, and the white outlines broke.

Trevor swung Damaris's flail through the three exposed cores. The head missed the first, clipped the second, and hit the third hard enough to scatter all of them.

WEAPON FIT // STILL TERRIBLE

“Count it,” he said.

NO.

The boss gathered the scattered failure code into its pupil.

STOLEN PARTY // 72%

The Sovereign Core laughed in Damaris's voice, getting the pitch right and the timing wrong. Damaris had always let a laugh gather low before it escaped. The core played the sound clean and immediate, like an emote from a menu.

Trevor knew it was false before rage made the knowing useless, then swung the flail at its face and missed by thirty feet.

The head fell into the name-water, where a thousand stolen names gained Damaris's weapon icon and tried to pull it under.

Trevor wrapped two wings around the chain and hauled back until the flail rose covered in white owner tags. Petra cut the tags, Adina erased the hooks, and Naomi put a barrier around the handle before the drag tore Trevor's palms.

“I am not good with this thing.”

Naomi caught his arm before the backswing pulled him over, her hand landing where Damaris's had during the weapons drill. She let go as if the touch hurt, and Trevor did not tell her it had.

The core's cast bar filled again.

STOLEN PARTY // 72%

At one hundred percent, the boss would copy their full formation with Damaris filled in. The preview showed a false Dawn Inquisitor standing in the empty slot, smiling with the right scar and no soul behind it. Trevor wanted to kill the preview more than the boss.

“Three plans failed,” Petra said.

“Then stop trying to finish hers,” Junia replied.

Everyone looked at her as Junia raised her broken sword. “I am not Damaris. I have my own judgment.”

Her Inquisitor icon stayed in the key-bearer lane instead of being dragged toward the empty slot. She added a new line beside the broken rotation.

UNBOUND JUDGMENT // SOURCE: JUNIA SERRAT

The System warned that her line would not complete any of Damaris's saved combos, which was the point.

Naomi wrapped the flail in a blue barrier so Trevor could swing it without losing his shoulder. Petra routed the head instead of the wielder. Adina opened the theft clause, and Junia named the Sovereign Core as the thief in her own voice.

Naomi's barrier moved the weapon-fit penalty from Trevor's wrist to the spell shell. Petra placed three route marks along the chain's arc, turning one clumsy swing into a guided projectile. Adina cut WHOEVER away from the theft clause but left the cost slot blank for Junia to supply the name.

“Act: wearing a dead woman's place to steal the living party. Cost-bearer: Sovereign Core.”

The clause accepted her because she did not claim to speak for Damaris, and no one filled Damaris's slot. Four incomplete plans touched around the hole in the formation. Naomi's barrier crossed its upper edge, and Petra's route crossed the lower. Adina's clause passed behind it, while Junia's judgment passed in front.

None entered.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Open Scripture.

STOLEN PARTY // BREAK CONDITION: FOUR DISTINCT ACTIONS CROSS ONE EMPTY FORMATION SLOT.

“That is rude,” Trevor said.

“Hit it,” all four women shouted.

He spent eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II. The first turn carried the flail head along Petra's route. The second released it through Adina's open clause as Naomi's barrier kept the stolen mercy from eating the strike. Junia's judgment made the name remain true.

The flail head accelerated around all three route marks while Trevor's wings took the pull instead of his shoulder. At the blank slot, the chain went slack for one terrifying beat. Then the four distinct actions crossed around the emptiness and pulled it tight again.

The flail hit the golden eye.

Damaris's weapon dealt no Judgment bonus, and Trevor had none to give it. The party supplied four other bonuses instead: healer barrier force, rogue route speed, rune-clause exposure, and unbound Inquisitor truth.

Damage filled the room in four colors with a black gap where Damaris's number would have been. The core lost eight hundred thousand HP, including the heal it had stolen.

PLAN FOUR // INCOMPLETE BY DESIGN // SUCCESS

The boss bar fell through the green healing layer, erased every point Stolen Mercy had taken, and kept dropping. Petra's silver knot burst, Adina's bitten clause turned blue again, and Naomi's million false patients vanished from her target list.

The room restored none of Damaris's saved rotations, unlocking a blank combo slot instead.

NEW PARTY COMBO // UNNAMED

Trevor left it unnamed because a title would have made the new shape feel finished, and it was not. The blank icon stayed beside Damaris's empty slot, showing four crossing lines around a dark center with no portrait inside.

Trevor locked it to the party bar, and when the System asked for confirmation twice, he answered both prompts with the flail.

Fourfold Guard II cost fourteen MP when the throne shattered beneath them. A second use cost fourteen more and kept the black name-water from swallowing Junia. The fight burned eighteen more Stamina, leaving Trevor at four.

His wings shook under the throne fragments. His new Level 39 beauty remained bright beneath blood and name-water, gold eyes too wide, long lashes wet, and blonde hair tangled around the flail chain. The face looked made for rescue, though he had failed the one rescue that mattered.

Twenty Hope entered because the new combo preserved the empty slot instead of filling it. Eight Dissonance remained in the shape of the missing woman.

The Sovereign Core stopped laughing, and its pupil closed around the wound. Three white rings rotated backward in search of a formation to copy, but every ring stopped at the empty slot and cracked.

The false Damaris preview vanished.

It severed Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia from Trevor's sight one by one. Naomi's portrait disappeared first, taking every visible heal circle with it. Petra's route marks went dark, and Adina's blue clauses folded into unreadable squares. Junia's unbound judgment became one thin white line, then snapped.

Trevor still saw their bodies for half a second after the interfaces died, before the eye pulled darkness between them. Hands reached for him through the dark: Naomi touched his wing, Petra caught his sleeve, and Adina caught his hair.

Junia drove her broken sword through one closing ring and held the gap open long enough to shout, “Do not let it give you what you want.”

The core understood the warning and showed Trevor a quest marker shaped like Damaris. He struck it with the flail before reading the text, then every outside link broke and the golden eye pulled him inside alone.

SYSTEM // Three plans failed because Damaris was not there. The fourth worked because nobody pretended she was. Party slot remains empty.
LEVEL // 39 — Witness Angel
HP 20/394 | MP 254/392 | Stamina 4/320
XP gained: 650
Cumulative XP: 41,500
Direct-danger XP gained: 300
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 18,030/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 4,500,000/9,000,000
Hope 38/300
Dissonance 75
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 97%
Damaris slot // empty
Damaris soul // Heaven's Reclamation Archive
Replacement // none
Outside links // severed
Trevor // pulled into core alone


The last thing Trevor carried inside was Damaris's flail.


Chapter 40 — The Final Boss Offered Me Three Thousand Health Potions

The inside of the Sovereign Core looked like a character menu built by a god with no close button.

Tabs stretched across the black sky: SOULS, COMMANDS, CITY, SUCCESSOR, and one bright gold ASCEND NOW button large enough to block half the horizon.

Trevor tried to swipe the menu away, but it followed his hand. When he turned around, the menu appeared behind him.

“Fine,” he said. “Worst settings screen wins.”

Trevor stood on a black point beneath six rings of golden text, with three thousand six numbered souls hanging around him in glass slots. The true body's enormous eye floated above them with one HP bar spanning the horizon.

The slots looked like potion bottles on a hotbar. Each bore a tiny cork, a gold quantity number, and a face visible through the glass. Damaris's flail hung unequipped and heavy from Trevor's lower wing, while the party slot beside it remained black.

SOVEREIGN CORE // HP 4,500,000

OUTSIDE LINKS // NONE

PARTY ASSISTANCE // NONE

PERSONAL HP // 20

“This feels balanced.”

The core opened every soul slot, filling Trevor's sight with three thousand six item-use prompts. The nearest ten gained green outlines because his HP was low enough to trigger auto-consume.

EMERGENCY HEAL SUGGESTION // ON

Trevor switched it off, and the core switched it back on. He disabled it again and locked the setting with a witness mark.

CONSUME 1 SOUL // RESTORE 100 HP

CONSUME 10 SOULS // RESTORE FULL HP, MP, STAMINA

CONSUME 3,006 SOULS // CLAIM CORE // SKIP SOLO PHASE

A preview showed Trevor at full health with six radiant wings and the boss already dead. Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia waited outside; Damaris's slot remained empty, but the fight was over and Heaven's door stood open.

The offer was not stupid, which made it dangerous. The System whistled.

THREE THOUSAND HEALTH POTIONS. VERY LIMITED EDITION.

Trevor looked at the nearest slot.

The numbered soul inside belonged to a baker who had sung beneath the rescue net, while another belonged to the cooper with the goat. A third had once chosen a grave-rail exit nobody else wanted.

The baker's bottle displayed HEAL VALUE 100, with his name appearing only after Trevor tapped the tiny face. The core wanted numbers large and names hidden, so Trevor dragged the name field above the heal value.

All 3,006 bottles changed as faces replaced potion icons, names replaced stack counts, and the green auto-consume glow died across the sky.

“Decline all.”

CONFIRM?

“Yes.”

YOU HAVE 20 HP.

“I noticed.”

DECLINED. THIS BUILD REMAINS A PUBLIC MENACE.

The core fired every stolen command it had copied from Trevor's party, opening four cast bars at once.

Naomi's glowed blue, Petra's drew a silver loop through Trevor's feet, and Adina's filled with biting letters. The fourth remained blank where Damaris's judgment should have been, so the core tried to fill it from the flail.

ITEM MEMORY // NO SOUL ACTION AVAILABLE

The blank bar failed, while Naomi's healing became a beam that restored the boss when it hit. Trevor folded beneath it as blue light searched his missing HP, found the owner tag around the wound, and reversed before touching him.

Green numbers rose across the eye in preview, and Petra's route became a loop around Trevor's throat.

The silver line tightened like wire, jumping back to its own start whenever Trevor pulled with two fingers beneath it. Adina's rule text changed his name to CONSUMABLE FOUNDER, and three thousand six use prompts swung toward him.

CONSUME FOUNDER // RESTORE CORE TO FULL

Trevor looked at his own item icon. It used the prettiest portrait the System had ever made of him.

“At least the thumbnail slaps.”

Damaris's judgment did not appear, and the missing attack hurt most. No false voice played or ghost flail swung because the core had learned that bad copies gave Trevor a target.

It weaponized the silence instead.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Open Scripture.

CORE HP SOURCE // NUMBERED SOULS MAY WITHDRAW THEIR CONTRIBUTED HIT POINTS AFTER THEIR PRIVATE EXIT IS WITNESSED.

“There is the mechanic.”

The first hundred souls showed him one hundred different exits, though the core presented them as three buttons: REST, SERVE, and ERASE.

Trevor ignored the buttons and opened each bottle's hidden text field.

One wanted rest, one wanted family, and one wanted to haunt the cathedral latrine forever. Twelve wanted to join the rescued choir, while seven wanted to see the goat again.

The latrine ghost asked whether haunting granted XP.

UNCONFIRMED SIDE QUEST REWARD.

“Do it for the art,” Trevor said.

The cooper demanded proof the goat still lived. Trevor had no outside link, so he replayed a witness mark. It showed one furious animal chewing a saint's banner while Petra tried to catch it.

The cooper chose family after seeing the goat counted as family, and Trevor witnessed each answer without sorting them.

Every choice gained a separate color, sound, and door shape. Rest became deep blue, family made a warm gold arch, and haunting opened a crooked green trapdoor beneath the cathedral.

The core tried to merge matching colors, but Trevor pulled them apart before the edges touched. The first hundred slots opened.

The core lost one hundred forty-nine thousand seven hundred HP.

Each freed soul withdrew exactly the HP the core had built from that name. The damage could not crit, and it ignored armor, rings, and phase walls because the health had never belonged to the boss.

It hit Trevor with Naomi's stolen beam, and Fourfold Guard II cost fourteen MP. Four surfaces reflected the heal into empty soul slots rather than the boss, so no one was consumed and no boss HP returned.

The next five hundred souls chose, and the core sped the menu up. Five hundred prompts opened, selected the safest white door by default, and began a three-second auto-confirm timer.

Trevor spread four wings through the menu and held the timers apart. Each feather caught one prompt, while the rest stacked along his arms, hair, shoulders, and the flail chain.

AUTO-CONFIRM IN 3

2

1

He struck the master timer with Damaris's flail; its fit remained terrible, but the steel head still broke the button.

AUTO-CONFIRM // BONKED

Trevor spent twenty MP on Open Scripture again when the core hid their exits behind one approved white door. Clause Chain revealed the private latch beneath it, with each latch carrying a different input.

One opened when its soul spoke a new name, and another needed the baker's song. Thirty-two required silence because the people inside had heard enough choirs for one death. Trevor listened to the silence too, and five hundred doors opened in different directions.

Some rose or fell, while others became roads, boats, beds, kitchen doors, or clean dark spaces with no demand waiting inside. The white approved door remained standing after everyone left and opened onto an empty room.

The core lost seven hundred forty-eight thousand five hundred HP.

Petra's stolen route tightened, and Fourfold Guard II cost fourteen MP. One surface held the loop, while the other three struck witness marks Petra had left in earlier rooms. Her choices remained even when her link did not.

The first showed Petra choosing an unsafe roof because it was faster. The second showed her refusing a clean assassination route to catch a falling child. The third showed the knife path she had cut around Damaris's empty slot.

Three choices that changed broke a route built to repeat forever, and the loop opened.

Trevor's four Stamina remained untouched. He did not have enough for one Hard Turn and did not pretend otherwise.

The next thousand souls chose, and the menus stopped using language Trevor knew. Some answered in color or through smells from homes no longer standing. One used only rain on a roof, while another showed a sword laid down beside an enemy who had become a friend.

Open Scripture translated none of it, but Witness Angel did not need a translation to keep the answers separate.

Some answers contradicted the people they had been before death, and others changed twice while Trevor watched. The core tried to reject every update, raising red error marks whenever a second choice replaced a first.

INCONSISTENT INPUT.

Trevor cleared the errors.

“It is called changing your mind.”

WASTEFUL.

“You are at two million HP and arguing with the tank.”

Open Scripture cost twenty MP a third time.

PRIVATE EXIT MAY CHANGE UNTIL TAKEN.

“Patch notes accepted.”

One thousand slots opened, and the core lost one million four hundred ninety-seven thousand HP.

Adina's stolen rule rewrote Trevor's body as fuel. Gold text moved across his pearl-white skin as HAIR became WICK, WINGS became KINDLING, and HEART became IGNITION.

The rule tried to burn his new beauty as a resource. Faith's Aegis cost twenty-five Hope and two MP, catching the first line in a gold shell. Fourfold Guard II cost fourteen MP and broke the second, while the third dealt fifteen HP.

Fire ran through his hair without shortening it, and the black streaks glowed beneath the blonde. His four wing frames became white silhouettes around the unfinished second pair. The body tracker reached its final point inside pain rather than a mirror.

Trevor stayed up at five.

His long blonde hair floated around him in a smooth bright mass, while his gold eyes had become almost painfully large beneath wet lashes. Every line of his small soft face glowed pearl-white as the unfinished second wings pressed harder against his back.

BODY ADAPTATION // 100%

LEVEL 40 MORPH // READY // LOCKED UNTIL LEVEL GAIN

The final one thousand four hundred six souls filled the sky without a bottle remaining. They stood as people, beasts, lights, shadows, songs, and shapes Trevor could not name. They surrounded the founder candidate with more exits than the core could fit on its screen.

The core started AUTO-SORT RAID.

White gates spawned around the crowd and chased matching tags. Family gates hunted remembered faces, choir gates hunted songs, rest gates hunted the tired, and erase gates hunted souls with no clear answer yet.

Each tried to swallow a whole group before the people inside could finish choosing. Trevor had five HP, four Stamina, no party, and a menu he could weaponize.

The SOULS tab became a shield when he dragged it across the first family gate, and the CITY tab became a ramp beneath a falling choir. He turned SUCCESSOR sideways and jammed it between the teeth of an erase door, so the core spawned more.

AUTO-SORT SPEED // 200%

Trevor opened every sub-menu at once. Names, old classes, death sites, favorite foods, hated songs, unfinished quests, bad habits, secret lovers, and an alarming number of goat-related memories filled the sky. The gates could not match people who carried too many true tags.

One rest gate selected the exhausted baker, who threw bread through it first. The gate accepted the item, classified itself as a pantry, and stopped chasing him.

A choir gate caught twelve singers, but they grabbed its frame, rotated it toward the core, and sang through the wrong side. It became an attack portal and blasted the golden eye with its own sorting hymn.

Three erase gates surrounded a soul who had not chosen a name, so Trevor placed his witness mark over the empty field.

NAME // UNCHOSEN

The gates rejected the target because unchosen was not erased, and the soul stayed. The core changed tactics.

FOUNDER OVERRIDE // CHOOSE FOR THEM OR WATCH THE TIMER EXPIRE.

A red ten-second countdown appeared over all 1,406 souls. Trevor could select one door and save every life before zero, so he closed the founder menu.

At three seconds, hundreds remained undecided, and at two, Trevor's gold eyes burned from holding every choice open. At one, the undecided souls selected WAIT, which the core had not listed as an exit.

Open Grace recognized it as a choice anyway, so the timer reached zero and found nobody eligible for forced sorting.

AUTO-SORT RAID // FAILED

NEW EXIT STATE DISCOVERED // NOT YET

Trevor spent twenty MP on Open Scripture for the fourth and last time. He had no link to carry their answers outside, but he witnessed them anyway.

The scene took no montage shortcut. Trevor remained at five HP while the core's cast bar climbed, hearing every answer in real time. Whenever two souls chose the same road, he asked whether they wanted to walk together or merely in the same direction, and sometimes the answer differed.

Rest. Family. Choir. Departure. Revenge. Silence. A new name. An old name. No name at all.

The slots opened, and glass shattered without cutting anyone. Three thousand six empty potion icons fell past Trevor and dissolved before reaching the black point.

The core tried to auto-loot the freed souls, but every personal exit rejected the claim.

The Sovereign Core's health crashed from 2,104,800 to eighteen. The final opened slot broke the seventeen-HP owner anchor beneath all the others and left the boss at one. It remained there while its route choice stayed unresolved.

Seventy Hope entered from three thousand six souls leaving by their own answers. Twenty Dissonance fell away with the lie that one exit could fit them all.

The golden rings around Trevor split into three evolution windows, each showing a different Level 40 body.

Perfect Accord made Trevor taller and distant, with six identical wings and gold eyes that never blinked. Every party slot merged into one bar beneath his own.

Gentle Rule wrapped the small angel in soft white cloth and a crown wide enough to cover the city. His face became sweet, calm, and empty of every bad joke, while safe exits appeared before anyone could ask for them.

Open Grace kept Trevor short and slender. Four wings rounded into powerful rescue arcs while two new crests waited beneath them. His pale face grew even softer, lashes longer, gold eyes brighter, and blonde hair fuller around the black streaks. The preview body looked like a fantasy princess built to catch a falling raid and then swear about the repair bill.

Five separate party slots remained, and one stayed empty.

SERAPH OF PERFECT ACCORD // MERGE ALL WILLING VOICES INTO ONE FLAWLESS CHOIR

THRONE OF GENTLE RULE // CHOOSE SAFE EXITS FOR ALL SOULS UNDER YOUR WARD

ARCHANGEL OF OPEN GRACE // PRESERVE DISTINCT VOICES, OPEN EXITS, AND MUTUAL RELAY

SELECTION LOCKED UNTIL LEVEL 40.

Trevor stared at the third option as the preview raised Damaris's flail. Weapon fit improved from TERRIBLE to BAD.

“Progress.”

YOU STILL LACK AN INQUISITOR CLASS.

“Lootable problem.”

The Open Grace preview smiled with Trevor's own crooked delight rather than holy calm, and the choice felt like more of him, not less.

Trevor pinned the third window to his hotbar beside the unnamed party combo. Neither could fire yet, but both promised a different next phase.

The one-HP eye tried to close both windows, so Trevor locked them open. The core stared back with one HP.

SYSTEM // You rejected 3,006 premium soul potions at 20 HP and cleared the solo phase by letting every potion walk away. Terrible consumable use. Excellent route commitment.
LEVEL // 39 — Witness Angel
HP 5/394 | MP 130/392 | Stamina 4/320
XP gained: 700
Cumulative XP: 42,200
Direct-danger XP gained: 400
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 18,430/18,900
Sovereign Core HP // 1/9,000,000
Numbered souls freed // 3,006/3,006
Souls consumed // 0
Hope 83/300
Dissonance 55
Body Adaptation — four-wing rank: 100%
Level 40 morph // ready
Evolution choices // open, selection locked
Outside links // severed
Damaris slot // empty


The one-HP core opened a door back into the white judgment field.

Junia waited on the other side with Heaven holding her soul by one final chain.


Chapter 41 — I Hit Level Forty at One Boss HP

Junia waited beyond the door with Heaven holding her soul by one final chain.

The white field had rebuilt itself as a duel arena. One gold line ran from Junia's halo to a closed gate above. A black line ran from the one-HP core to Trevor's feet, while Damaris's flail dragged a third line through the ash with no System color at all.

FINAL PHASE // THREE TARGETS

BREAK OWNER CHAIN

DESTROY SOVEREIGN CORE

DO NOT REPLACE OWNER

The third target had no health bar because it was a failure condition. The chain entered Junia's halo from above and disappeared into the white judgment field while her hands shook around her broken sword.

Her eyes remained fixed on Trevor.

JUNIA SERRAT // HEAVENLY OWNER CHAIN // FINAL FORM

Behind Trevor, the Sovereign Core floated at one HP. Beyond Junia, Naomi, Petra, and Adina hammered against the sealed outside wall while Damaris's slot remained empty between their party markers.

Naomi's fists left gold cracks, and Petra's knives marked routes that ended against the same wall. Adina covered the barrier in increasingly inventive blue insults. No spell crossed, so Trevor could see them without hearing them.

He read Petra's mouth anyway.

Do not die, pretty idiot.

“Heaven orders me to kill the founder,” Junia said.

“Do you want to?”

“A little.”

“Fair.”

The chain attacked first as three gold timing marks flashed along it. The first moved Junia's sword, and the second locked her feet. The third prepared a Cathedral Recall that would remove her if Trevor broke the wrong link.

Junia fought all three and lost by inches.

It pulled Junia through a white arc fast enough to erase the space between them. Trevor spent fourteen MP on Fourfold Guard II. One wing surface caught her sword, while the other three guarded the closed door behind him.

The first surface bent around Junia's blade instead of stopping it. The second covered the core's one HP from Heaven's recall line. The third guarded Naomi's largest crack in the outside wall, and the fourth hung over Damaris's empty party marker without filling it.

Heaven tried to count the empty guard as an owner link.

INVALID // SHIELD IS NOT A SOUL CLAIM.

The impact left Trevor's Stamina at four, and Junia's second cut came for his heart. Faith's Aegis cost twenty-five Hope and two MP, stopping the blade against his chest in gold light.

The shell broke, but he remained at five HP.

The sword point rested over his heart through torn cloth as gold cracks spread across Faith's Aegis. Junia's wrist shook hard enough to make the blade ring.

“Move,” she said.

“Core is behind me.”

“That is why I said move.”

“Your tactics lack team spirit.”

“You look exhausted,” Junia said.

“You look owned.”

Her face twisted.

The heavenly chain dragged her into a third attack copied from Damaris's Executioner Step. Junia advanced four yards without choosing the movement, then swung a sanctioned kill line at Trevor's neck.

He dropped beneath it, losing four inches of blonde hair from one black-streaked lock.

COSMETIC DAMAGE // TEMPORARY IF YOU SURVIVE

“Focus,” Trevor told the System.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Open Scripture.

FINAL OWNER CLAUSE // CHAIN DIES ONLY WHEN ITS INQUISITOR STRIKES THE SOVEREIGN CORE BY UNOWNED CHOICE.

Clause Chain traced the whole trap. Heaven owned the sword path, while Trevor owned the core's aggro. If he commanded Junia to strike, Heaven remained the rejected owner but Trevor became the replacement. Moving the core into her attack left the hit as Heaven's choice, while breaking free without touching it let Cathedral Recall take her.

The only green path lasted one heartbeat between forced animations. The one-HP core hid behind Trevor while Junia remained unable to turn her sword.

Trevor lifted Damaris's flail despite having no idea how to use it correctly, and the weapon tooltip agreed.

CURRENT WIELDER FIT // TERRIBLE

AVAILABLE TECHNIQUE // SWING HARD AND HOPE

“Finally, a class guide written for me.”

He swung anyway, sending the heavy head past Junia's sword and its chain around the golden owner line. Trevor spent all four remaining Stamina pulling both weapons sideways and forcing the angle.

The flail head missed the chain, but the loose weapon chain did not. It looped once around Heaven's line, caught on Junia's broken halo, and turned Trevor's terrible swing into a useful knot.

Trevor planted all four wing tips against the white floor and pulled until his Stamina bar emptied. The gold chain stretched, and Junia's wrist gained one free frame.

For one heartbeat, Junia's sword pointed at the core.

“Your choice,” Trevor said.

The heavenly chain tried to close Junia's wrist, but she opened it and released the sword. Heaven's command still drove the blade forward. With no hand around the hilt, it belonged to nobody for the length of one falling heartbeat.

Junia caught it again from the other side, making the next motion begin with her. Her sword pierced the Sovereign Core's final HP, and one white damage number appeared inside the pupil.

-1

Junia's unowned strike had no class bonus, no Heaven multiplier, and no Trevor command vector. It was the weakest hit in the whole raid and the only one the final lock accepted.

SOVEREIGN CORE // HP 0/9,000,000

The true body shattered, breaking nine million points of stolen health into empty frames around them. Every soul had already left, so the death animation had nothing to spill except gold glass and the owner's last scream.

The scream tried to enter Junia through the chain, but her chosen sword strike cut it off at the source. The final owner chain cracked from her halo to the white sky.

Seven hundred XP entered Trevor, with four hundred seventy counting as direct danger. The Level 40 threshold opened, and three evolution windows returned.

SERAPH OF PERFECT ACCORD

THRONE OF GENTLE RULE

ARCHANGEL OF OPEN GRACE

Trevor selected the third, cracking the other windows. Perfect Accord lost its merged choir bar, and Gentle Rule lost its closed crown. Open Grace expanded until its gold frame surrounded Trevor's whole character pane.

EVOLUTION LOCKED // NO RESPEC WITHOUT DIVINE-TIER QUEST

“Good.”

The choice entered his bones, making every stat increase arrive as a visible change. Vitality thickened the light inside his HP bar without adding bulk. Agility tightened four wing joints around a faster shared center, while Focus cleared the damage haze. Will broke the last owner-tag fragments, and Grace brightened every open relay point.

Vitality rose twice; Agility, Focus, and Grace rose once; Will rose twice; Grace rose twice more through the evolution. His final attributes locked at twenty Might, thirty-six Vitality, thirty-two Agility, thirty Focus, thirty-three Will, and thirty-nine Grace.

Maximum HP reached 418 and restored twenty-four current points, Maximum Stamina reached 365 and restored forty-five, and Maximum MP reached 434 and restored forty-two.

Then the permanent morph began. When the System opened a full-body preview beside him, Trevor dismissed it because he wanted to feel the change from inside.

Trevor's face tightened into near-perfect symmetry without losing its softness. His gold eyes enlarged another two percent beneath lashes that fanned farther at the corners, and his lower lip gained a gentler curve. Blood and ash burned from his pale skin beneath a pearl-white glow.

His blonde hair thickened from root to tip. It lifted from his upper thighs and moved as one smooth shining mass rather than separate tangled strands.

The lock Junia had cut regrew first as blonde light poured from the roots. It restored the black streak at the exact old angle and continued until both sides matched. Every strand became silkier without losing weight.

His waist narrowed another half inch beneath the torn white-blue cloth, and his hips rounded by the matching small amount. Neither his height nor breasts changed, leaving the same compact angel body more balanced, softer, and unfairly beautiful.

Trevor looked down at himself. Small hands remained small, long legs kept their soft athletic line, and the compact D-cup chest rose beneath torn cloth without changing size. Every curve looked better balanced around the narrower waist.

The face reflected in Junia's sword was gentler than the one that had entered the core. Large gold eyes, long lashes, softly curved lips, and a delicate jaw made him look born for a princess throne.

Trevor grinned like a man who had just beaten a god with somebody else's flail.

“I am going to get absolutely no respect in taverns.”

His voice carried a second clear angelic note beneath the same male complaint as the unfinished crests over his second wing joints opened.

Bone, light, and rounded white feathers drove from his back in one glorious shock, spreading two new full wings beneath the first pair. Four rescue wings filled the broken sky.

The upper pair kept the broad guard arcs Trevor knew. The lower pair opened in rounder scoops built to catch bodies, attacks, and falling routes. Each wing gained its own aim line without splitting Trevor's attention into four voices.

He flexed all four, and the pressure burst blew gold glass away from Junia while driving the sealed outside wall backward ten feet. Petra stopped hammering long enough to stare.

His halo split into an open gold ring with two clear gaps wide enough for any willing link to enter or leave.

CUTENESS // 98/105

ALLURE // 85/98

CHOIR CAPACITY // 32

SECOND WITNESS MARK // GAINED

The second Witness Mark widened Hope capacity to 320, returned seventy-eight Hope through the freed souls, and burned thirteen Dissonance from the completed body. The evolution offered two final skills.

OPEN GRACE DOMAIN // Open exits, independent relays, and willing rescue vectors across one claimed battlefield.

FOUR-WING GUARD // Cover four separate bodies, routes, or siege impacts with one full-wing formation.

He spent thirty MP and forty Hope on Open Grace Domain, filling the broken battlefield with doors. Thirty-two link points appeared around the domain, none connected by default, and each waited with an open prompt facing outward rather than inward.

Naomi's door showed a healing sun, Petra's showed two knives, Adina's showed blue chalk, and Junia's showed her broken sword. Damaris's empty slot held no door; one gold path extended upward instead, toward the Archive.

One opened for Junia, and Trevor did not put a link inside it.

The door offered her three actions: enter, close, or leave it standing. Junia chose the third and turned back toward Heaven's chain as it lunged for her again.

Four gold spearheads split from the line. One aimed at Junia's halo, another targeted her class, and a third targeted the open door. The last targeted Trevor as the nearest replacement owner.

The sealed gate above opened enough to spawn four Sanctioned Choir bodies, each wearing Junia's face without her anger, scars, or broken halo. Their party bars merged into one flawless gold line.

HEAVENLY OWNER DEFENSE // PERFECT ACCORD PREVIEW

The first copy entered Naomi's door, turning the healer symbol gold and trying to lock it from the far side. The second crossed Petra's knife door and straightened every route inside into one approved line.

The third entered Adina's door and erased every blue note that disagreed with Heaven, while the fourth reached for Junia's open threshold. Trevor's new domain did not auto-reject them because open doors allowed bad choices too.

“Close them,” Junia shouted.

“Not mine to close.”

Naomi's hand appeared against the far side of her door and rejected the false healer. The gold body flew backward into the judgment field.

Petra's knives cut a crooked exit through the straight route, and her copy followed the wrong line into the black space between doors. Adina rewrote the erased notes from memory, added three new insults, and used the last word as a blue hammer.

Junia waited until her copy touched the threshold, then slammed the door in its perfect face. Four independent choices cleared the adds without one command from Trevor, and the gold shared bar shattered.

PERFECT ACCORD PREVIEW // PARTY REJECTED

Heaven sent the leftover HP into the owner chain, doubling all four spearheads in size.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Four-Wing Guard and eighteen Stamina on Hard Turn II. The first turn carried all four wings around Junia without touching her soul. The second released four rounded feather surfaces into the chain from different directions.

The upper left wing caught the halo spear, while the upper right struck the class hook. The lower left guarded the open door without closing it, and the lower right reflected the replacement-owner tag into empty sky.

The new wings reacted independently. One feather fan became a ramp, and another became a clamp. The lower pair rolled around the door and tag with the gentle curve the evolution preview had promised.

Trevor felt four separate impact points and one shared center. The build was not four copies of his old guard but a raid formation grown from his back.

Hard Turn II changed all four angles together without crossing Junia's body or selecting her soul. The execution frame closed around the gold line alone, and the owner line broke.

Heaven pulled upward, Trevor's four wings pulled outward, and Junia pulled nowhere. The chain lost both targets and shattered under its own tension.

Heaven's backlash crossed the new wings for twenty HP, leaving Trevor up at nine.

Junia fell free and looked at the open door, Trevor's four wings, and the place where no owner mark had appeared.

“You could have taken the cathedral rank.”

“Already had a better loot drop.” Trevor lifted Damaris's flail.

The shattered core released one final gold trace, which ran through the open path above Damaris's empty slot. Open Scripture could read only its destination, while Clause Chain proved that the same soul trace continued beyond the Archive gate.

Nothing in Trevor's new class could cross after it yet.

RECLAMATION ARCHIVE ROUTE FOUND.

SOUL TRACE // DAMARIS PIKE

DESTINATION BEYOND ARCHIVE // SEALED BODY FORGE // HEAVEN

No soul entered Trevor's Choir, and no resurrection option opened, but the route existed. Trevor's new voice rang in two notes across the dead core.

“Party quest updated,” he said. “We are raiding Heaven.”

SYSTEM // Level 40 reached. Archangel of Open Grace selected. Four wings acquired. Final owner chain destroyed without replacing it. Heaven has been added to the raid queue.
LEVEL // 40 — Archangel of Open Grace
OATH // Open Grace Paladin
ATTRIBUTES // Might 20 | Vitality 36 | Agility 32 | Focus 30 | Will 33 | Grace 39
HP 9/418
MP 86/434
Stamina 27/365
Soul Resistance 105
XP gained: 700
Cumulative XP: 42,900
Direct-danger XP gained: 470
Book 2 direct-danger XP: 18,900/18,900
Cuteness 98/105
Allure 85/98
Choir Capacity 32
Second Witness Mark // gained
Open Grace Domain // active
Four-Wing Guard // acquired
Sovereign Core // destroyed
Stored dead // released
Hope 96/320
Dissonance 42
Body Adaptation // 100%
Damaris // dead
Soul trace // Heaven's Reclamation Archive to sealed body forge
Owner link // none
Revival // unavailable in Book 2


The outside wall opened. Naomi, Petra, and Adina saw Trevor's four wings and the flail in his hand, then looked first at the empty space beside him.

Naomi's healer frame found Trevor at nine HP and opened by habit, while Petra's knives lowered. Adina's blue notes recorded the four new wing angles, open halo, and route trace climbing toward Heaven.

No one celebrated the level. Trevor folded his lower wings around Damaris's flail without hiding it. All three women stepped through the available Open Grace door at once.

Junia stayed outside it, holding the threshold with one hand and her broken sword with the other. The choice remained hers, exactly where Trevor had left it.

Above them, Heaven's new raid marker turned red because the next quest had already begun.


Chapter 42 — We Beat the Final Boss and Unlocked an Invasion

Naomi reached Trevor first, with his nine HP already selected in her healer frame. The spell waited in one hand, while the other reached for him rather than the bar.

She crossed the opened wall, passed all four new wings, and wrapped both arms around his narrow waist. Petra hit him a heartbeat later from the other side. Adina caught his face and kissed his bruised lower lip ahead of any deserving joke.

Naomi's heal fired between their bodies. Gold light closed the worst wounds but stopped at the chapter's battle state; the city had not earned its full-rest checkpoint yet.

Petra's impact drove all four wings open. She grabbed the lower pair and tested the smooth new feathers with both hands. Then she pulled Trevor back against her before curiosity could look like celebration.

Adina kissed him again when the doubled angel note escaped his mouth as a startled sound.

“Still you?” she asked against his lips.

“Unfortunately for taverns everywhere.”

Her forehead rested against his. “Good.”

Nobody touched the flail, and Damaris's empty place remained between their bodies even while they held him. The party interface tried to tighten the formation around four occupied slots, but Trevor locked the fifth width open.

EMPTY SLOT // PRESERVED

Trevor folded four rounded wings around the three women. The upper pair covered Naomi and Petra, while the lower pair curved beneath Adina and the empty space.

Four-Wing Guard recognized no attack and spent nothing; the wings simply knew how to hold a party now.

His new pearl glow lit Naomi's tears blue, while Petra buried her face in his thick blonde hair. Adina traced the second Witness Mark with one ink-stained finger.

“Your voice is doubled,” she said.

“Maximum masculinity achieved.”

The two angelic notes made the stupid claim sound like a hymn, and Petra laughed once before crying harder.

Junia remained outside the wings, so Trevor opened one feathered side without opening a Choir link.

Junia looked at the invitation, the shattered heavenly chain, and the missing woman whose flail Trevor still carried. Her new party pane listed no owner, no Choir bar, and one red warning.

MEMBER MAY LEAVE THROUGH ANY OPEN GRACE EXIT.

Junia tested the leave button before accepting, and a gold door opened at once. She closed it herself, then stepped beneath his wing.

PARTY INVITE // JUNIA SERRAT

CHOIR LINK // NONE

ACCEPTED.

The dead core began dropping the city as the white field vanished and wind struck from below. A thousand city pieces appeared beneath the party with red fall timers ranging from three seconds to one minute.

The bathhouse roof spun over the river ward while Bell Three fell through a terrace packed with survivors. The grave rail hung upside down from one remaining chain, and the catacomb mouth opened toward the sky before spilling bones like hail.

POST-CLEAR EVENT // KEEP THE MAP.

FAILURE CONDITION // 40% DISTRICT LOSS.

“Of course the victory room has a collapse phase,” Petra said.

Trevor opened Grace Domain, spreading thirty-two open relay points across the falling map. He could not cover a thousand pieces alone, even with four wings, so he used the freed relay web instead.

The cathedral city appeared beneath them in a thousand broken pieces. Independent congregations lit across rooftops, grave rails, bathhouses, bell ruins, river wards, and catacombs. Each group chose one falling piece.

The bathhouse regulars chose their roof, and grave-rail workers chose the inverted train. River healers chose the collapsing ward, while upper-terrace children chose Bell Three because its cracked face looked scared.

Nobody assigned them, and no single command reached them all. The groups shouted, sang, argued, and caught the city anyway.

Three congregations reached for the same cathedral bridge and began fighting over anchor rights while it fell, so Trevor opened three exits beneath it.

“One bridge,” he shouted. “Three landing zones. Pick where you want your half.”

“Bridges have two halves,” Petra said while running along its underside.

Adina drew a blue cut down the center. “This one has three now.”

The bridge broke into thirds and landed across three districts as shorter, uglier bridges. All three groups cheered.

Trevor placed one open exit between every pair of chosen anchors, while Four-Wing Guard covered four collapsing districts at a time. Naomi's healers stabilized the living, and Petra's runners stole roads from falling streets. Adina made the broken wards accept DOWN as negotiable, while Junia cut the last golden collection lines in her own name.

Trevor's upper wings caught Bell Three and the bathhouse roof, while the lower wings became ramps beneath the river ward and grave rail. Each impact hit a separate part of his body, yet the new shared center kept all four from pulling him apart.

Naomi's healers ran the feather ramps, laying gold circles beneath injured residents as they slid. Petra marked moving exits faster than streets could fall, while Adina rewrote FALLING as ARRIVING BADLY.

Junia climbed the final gold collection line hand over hand while Heaven tried to call her class home through it. She cut the line below her feet, and Open Grace caught her before the city did.

The city landed crooked. Bell Three became a bridge pier, while the bathhouse roof landed over a market. The grave rail ended halfway through a cathedral window with a new station nobody had planned.

District survival reached sixty-eight percent, then seventy-nine, and stopped at eighty-seven. The map passed and remained standing.

Three thousand six freed souls gathered over the ruins for their final choices. Open Grace displayed no recommended option. Three broad paths formed from the choices Trevor had witnessed, then split again whenever one soul wanted a different shape.

The baker chose rest after leaving his last song with Naomi, while the cooper departed with the goat's witness mark glowing beside him. The future latrine ghost joined a congregation directly above the cathedral's surviving privy, and Trevor approved that tactical placement.

One thousand four hundred eighty-seven chose rest, becoming blue lights that settled over graves, homes, rivers, empty beds, and places only they remembered.

Eight hundred three chose departure beyond the city. Gold roads opened toward other lands, quiet dark, old faiths, new names, and the NOT YET waiting room.

Seven hundred sixteen chose to remain with separate congregations. None entered Trevor's Choir without a fresh invitation and an open exit.

Each congregation gained its own color and party-like roster without merging. Two groups immediately formed rival raid teams for the same haunted bell, prompting a wager menu that Trevor closed before Petra saw the odds.

The core's easy power died with the departing souls. Half the cathedral lights went dark, every bell stopped, and the upper terraces lost their floating roads before settling onto the lower city with enough noise to wake the dead who had not just left.

Nobody restored the throne; its white stones became steps, benches, cook fires, and one very ugly public fountain, while the command key socket became a drain.

The surviving loot appeared around that drain.

Saint plates, broken halo gears, bell clappers, Leviathan bone, three rank-key fragments, and one gold chair leg filled a reward circle. When the System asked Trevor to assign a raid leader for distribution, he selected ROLL FOR IT and gave every congregation a dice prompt.

The bathhouse regulars won the gold chair leg and used it to prop up their new roof, while grave-rail workers took the halo gears and river healers claimed saint plates for bridge braces. The children who had caught Bell Three rolled a perfect hundred on the clapper and made enough noise to start a local boss rumor.

Trevor kept no throne piece, only Damaris's flail, which the loot circle refused to classify as a drop.

QUEST ITEM // OWNER DEAD // RETURN PATH ACTIVE

The line hurt and helped in equal measure. The bathhouse became a raid hall because it still had three walls, two pools, and the only roof Petra trusted not to become a boss.

Seven congregation leaders argued over the first quest board: one wanted food routes, another wanted the cathedral latrine cleared before the new ghost arrived, and two wanted to raid each other. The goat ate three posted rewards and gained a yellow side-quest icon.

Trevor sat on the pool edge with four wings filling half the hall and listened to every argument without merging them.

“This is chaos,” Naomi said.

“It is multiplayer.”

Junia chose a bench near the nearest Open Grace exit, with her party icon accepted and unlinked. Every few minutes, she tested the door to confirm it still opened, and it did.

That night, Trevor slept between Naomi, Petra, and Adina beneath four wings he did not know how to fold neatly. The lower pair kept sliding off the blankets, so Petra pinned one with her leg while Adina drew sleep runes along the other.

Naomi worked oil through the new feather roots until Trevor stopped pretending they did not ache. No one treated the Level 40 body as a prize that canceled the funeral.

Naomi kissed the new lower wing where Heaven's backlash had burned it, while Petra measured the feather edge against one knife and declared the wing better loot. Adina traced the fuller black streaks through Trevor's blonde hair and added a tiny blue rune beneath the open halo.

Each touch admired what he had become without asking him to stop grieving who was gone.

Trevor told them he loved the body, and the words came in two angel notes with one man's stubborn certainty.

“Good,” Naomi said. “You nearly died enough for it.”

“That is not how loot works.”

“It is how your build works,” Petra replied.

Adina kissed the corner of his mouth. “Pretty idiot scaling.”

Trevor accepted the class name. Naomi kept one hand over his heart, Petra held his left wrist, and Adina slept with her forehead against his shoulder.

Damaris's flail lay in the empty place beside the blankets.

Trevor woke three times reaching for a body that was not there. The first time, his hand found the flail chain; the second found cold blankets; the third found Naomi awake and watching the same empty place.

She pulled his hand back over her heart.

No one told him it would become easier. Petra told him it would become a quest, Adina warned that quests could fail, and Naomi said they would still go.

That was better than comfort none of them believed.

At dawn, they carried the flail to the broken bell tower. The first long rest shared across the independent city relays restored Trevor to full HP, MP, and Stamina without filling Damaris's slot.

Every relay restored a different part: bathhouse healers filled HP, grave-rail singers restored MP, and bell runners returned Stamina by carrying messages until dawn. None required one city command.

“We recover Damaris,” Trevor said. His doubled voice crossed the assembled congregations without becoming a command. “Not an ideal copy. Not a version Heaven edits until she forgives us for being inconvenient. Her.”

Naomi placed a hand over the flail head. “With every memory.”

Petra placed two fingers on the handle. “Including the ones that make her furious.”

Adina added her ink-stained hand. “No single story gets to overwrite the rest.”

Junia rested her broken sword beside it. “The Reclamation Archive keeps separate witness keys. Heaven will defend each one.”

Blue quest icons appeared around the flail.

WITNESS KEY // DAMARIS CHOSE THE ROAD.

WITNESS KEY // DAMARIS REJECTED THE IDEAL COPY.

WITNESS KEY // DAMARIS ENTERED THE SENTENCE.

WITNESS KEY // DAMARIS MAY REFUSE THE FORGE.

None belonged to Trevor alone; Naomi, Petra, Adina, Junia, and the Archive each held a different part.

The quest map refused to draw one straight road. Naomi's key led through a healing trial, Petra's passed behind the Archive walls, Adina's required breaking the ideal-copy script, and Junia's opened the sealed forge gate.

Trevor's own mark reached the door but could not make Damaris cross it. The final step displayed only one line.

DAMARIS PIKE CHOOSES WHETHER TO RETURN.

No amount of Hope increased the success rate, and the party HUD opened Damaris's empty slot.

TANK POSITION — VACANT

AUTO-FILL AVAILABLE.

The city offered replacements immediately: a Level 31 wall paladin with three taunts, two river guardians whose shared shield covered the same distance as Damaris's flail, and a rescued Choir captain with higher Vitality and a gold mount.

Trevor declined all four.

“They are not bad builds,” Petra said.

“They are not her.”

The slot remained empty, and its formation bonus stayed gray. Every future raid would have one uncovered lane until the party changed around the absence or Damaris chose to return.

Naomi touched the empty portrait frame, opening a side quest only for her.

THE HEALER'S KEY — REBUILD THE WOUND DAMARIS REFUSED TO FORGET.

Petra gained a different one.

THE ROGUE'S KEY — ENTER THE ARCHIVE WITHOUT BECOMING PART OF ITS MAP.

Adina's blue curse caught a third.

THE SCRIBE'S KEY — MAKE THE IDEAL COPY RECORD ITS OWN LIE.

Junia received the forge gate and every heavenly rank check guarding it, while Trevor waited for his own great founder objective.

THE BOYFRIEND'S KEY — BRING EVERYONE TO THE LAST DOOR. DO NOT SELECT FOR HER.

He stared at the line until the System added, “Yes, honey. Your legendary quest reward is keeping your hands off one button.”

“Cruel difficulty spike.”

“You built the spec.”

Damaris's flail lay across the broken throne. Trevor tried to equip it, but the weapon accepted his Might, rejected his class, and gave him a red movement penalty because its chain kept dragging toward the missing party slot.

BORROWED RELIC — DAMARIS PIKE'S FLAIL

Damage: poor in current hands.

Guard Break: unavailable.

Passive: points toward the next witness key.

He slung it across his back anyway. Petra tugged the chain until it sat clear of his lower wings, while Naomi tied the haft against his shoulder with a strip from Damaris's ruined standard.

Adina painted a blue route mark under the knot, and Junia refused to touch the weapon because she had once helped Heaven aim it. The party gained no damage bonus; four small quest arrows appeared instead, each pointing away from the others.

Trevor laughed despite the ache behind his new ribs. “She turned grief into a multi-zone quest chain.”

“She hated straight roads,” Naomi said.

“She hated your straight roads,” Petra corrected.

Adina looked at the four arrows. “Then we should preserve the distinction.”

Trevor opened Open Grace around the empty slot without filling it. Thirty-two city relays saw the gap and gained the option to carry one part of the quest, but none could vote on Damaris's return.

The System placed a lock over the final choice and assigned the key to a player who was not present. For once, Trevor found the lock beautiful.

The empty slot pulsed once when he accepted the restriction. It did not fill, speak, or grant a buff; it merely saved the party formation with Damaris's place still open, so every future victory screen would remember who had paid for the road ahead.

Trevor pinned the objective anyway.

“We get her there,” he said. “She handles the last boss.”

Trevor set his palm over theirs.

“Then we collect the whole quest chain.”

The sky split open, and a white invasion gate appeared above the city. Winged armies waited beyond it around a distant fortress of glass bodies and sealed halos.

The first wave displayed ten thousand linked HP bars and one merged command halo. Glass lancers filled the front, while Archive hounds ran beneath them with witness-key scents glowing in their mouths. A sealed body-forge carrier floated behind the army like a cathedral-sized loot chest.

HEAVEN INVASION // WAVE 1/UNKNOWN

PRIMARY TARGET // OPEN GRACE FOUNDER

SECONDARY TARGETS // INDEPENDENT WITNESSES

The city had no walls in the right places. It had seven hundred sixteen congregation rosters, thirty-two open relay points, four new wings, and several thousand people furious that Heaven had interrupted breakfast.

The congregation quest boards updated at once. Bathhouse fighters selected DEFEND ROOF, grave-rail workers selected STEAL ARCHIVE HOUND, and river healers took KEEP EVERYONE ABOVE ZERO.

Bell Three's children selected the forge carrier despite every warning label and refused to change targets. Trevor let the objectives remain separate.

Open Grace drew thirty-two doors through the crooked city, none forcing a formation. Each displayed the wave, the nearest safe route, and a leave button, and people entered because the army was already there.

The first glass lancers lowered weapons as their merged halo selected Trevor's new face as the founder target. Ten thousand damage previews crossed his pearl-white skin.

EXPECTED DAMAGE // EXTREMELY DEAD

Four-Wing Guard opened in preview around four city lanes. The lancers changed targets, Trevor changed wing angles, and the enemy changed again.

The game of aggro spread across the whole sky before either side fired.

“They have one command mind,” Junia said.

“We have thirty-two arguments,” Trevor replied.

“That is not a normal advantage.”

“It is ours.”

Gold text burned across the morning.

ARCHIVE CLAIM DENIED.

UNAUTHORIZED FOUNDER ASCENSION DETECTED.

HEAVENLY RECLAMATION FORCE DEPLOYED.

The city had not finished rebuilding one roof when Trevor spread four wings. Naomi opened a heal lane beneath him, Petra marked the lead lancer, and Adina rewrote the gate's ENTRY label as AGGRO FUNNEL.

Junia took the open door beside Trevor without accepting a Choir link, while Damaris's flail locked across his back at a bad weapon-fit angle. He kept it there.

“Great,” he said. “The next raid came to us.”

SYSTEM // Book 2 city clear complete. The throne is broken, the dead chose their exits, Junia joined without a soul claim, and Heaven has responded to your resurrection quest with an invasion. Very sporting of them.
FINAL BUILD // Level 40 — Archangel of Open Grace
OATH // Open Grace Paladin
ATTRIBUTES // Might 20 | Vitality 36 | Agility 32 | Focus 30 | Will 33 | Grace 39
HP 418/418 | MP 434/434 | Stamina 365/365
Soul Resistance 105
Cuteness 98/105 | Allure 85/98
Choir Capacity 32 | Witness Marks 2
PARTY BUILD SNAPSHOT
Damaris Pike — Level 28 Dawn Inquisitor
Might 24 | Vitality 24 | Agility 16 | Focus 17 | Will 25 | Grace 19
HP 0/282 | MP 53/236 | Stamina 12/195 | Soul Resistance 69
Judgment Brand: 14 MP | 30 yd | 18 sec | 45 sec cooldown
Status: dead | Body: deleted | Soul: Reclamation Archive
Naomi Talbot — Level 27 Mercy Cleric
Might 9 | Vitality 23 | Agility 10 | Focus 30 | Will 25 | Grace 29
HP 272/272 | MP 374/374 | Stamina 180/180 | Soul Resistance 75
Mercy Pane II: 22 MP | 60 yd | maximum 10 panes
Petra Coyle — Level 27 Dawn Hand
Might 18 | Vitality 18 | Agility 34 | Focus 19 | Will 21 | Grace 19
HP 248/248 | MP 260/260 | Stamina 305/305 | Soul Resistance 66
Triple Route Mark: 12 MP | 90 yd | maximum 9 marks
Adina Kroll — Level 29 Gospel Bard
Might 9 | Vitality 17 | Agility 17 | Focus 31 | Will 26 | Grace 29
HP 234/234 | MP 398/398 | Stamina 205/205 | Soul Resistance 79
Open Gospel II: 30 MP | 60 yd | 45 sec | 75 sec cooldown
Junia Serrat — Level 38 Free Inquisitor
Might 30 | Vitality 32 | Agility 27 | Focus 30 | Will 34 | Grace 32
HP 390/390 | MP 360/360 | Stamina 325/325 | Soul Resistance 88
Sever Owner Field: 26 MP | melee | 1 beat | 60 sec cooldown
Party link: open slot | Choir link: none
Cumulative XP // 42,900
Book 2 direct-danger XP // 18,900/18,900
Freed souls // 3,006
Rest // 1,487 | Departed // 803 | Willing congregation members // 716
Cathedral engine // destroyed
City relay web // independent paths
Hope 96/320
Dissonance 42
Damaris Pike // dead
Body continuity // deleted
Soul // Heaven's Reclamation Archive
Owner link // none
Book 3 objective // recover independent witness keys, defeat the ideal copy, offer the sealed body, permit refusal
Heaven invasion gate // open


The first heavenly army crossed the gate, bringing ten thousand gold bars into the city sky.

Trevor launched to meet it with Damaris's flail across his back and four rescue wings opened around the whole first raid line. The heavenly lances hit their shared guard frame as the next book's first damage numbers filled the sky.

Trevor smiled and pushed upward through all of them. Heaven had started exactly the wrong fight.


Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of Heaven Sent an Inquisitor, So I Saved Her Soul. They contain full spoilers for this book.


Trevor Dwyer
Main Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Trevor Dwyer in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Trevor Dwyer


Class and Progression

Level

40

Evolution

Archangel of Open Grace

Class

Open Grace Paladin

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 20; Vitality 36; Agility 32; Focus 30; Will 33; Grace 39

Resources

HP 418 / 418; MP 434 / 434; STAMINA 365 / 365

Route bars

Hope 96/320; Dissonance 42; Cuteness 98/105; Allure 85/98; Choir Capacity 32; Witness Marks 2

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

105

Signature numbers

Four-Wing Guard — 20 MP; four separate guard lanes

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Four-Wing Guard — 20 MP; four separate guard lanes

Core kit

Fourfold Guard II — 14 MP; Hard Turn II — 18 Stamina; Grace Relay II — 14 MP plus 3 MP per extra minute; Sanctuary Step I — 24 MP; Third-Circle Rebound — 8 MP; Open Scripture I — 20 MP; Clause Chain; Burden Share II; Open Grace Domain

Equipment and Loadout


End-of-book loadout

Pearl-white and blue paladin cloth, open gold halo, four rounded white-gold wings, Damaris Pike’s borrowed flail.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Front-line rescue tank; catches four lanes, opens routes, and turns separate party moves into one combo without merging them.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Level 40; four rescue wings; Heaven invasion gate open; Damaris recovery quest pinned.


Damaris Pike
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Damaris Pike in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Damaris Pike


Class and Progression

Level

28

Evolution

Dawn Inquisitor

Class

Dawn Inquisitor

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 24; Vitality 24; Agility 16; Focus 17; Will 25; Grace 19

Resources

HP 0 / 282; MP 53 / 236; STAMINA 12 / 195

Route bars

Body continuity deleted; Soul in Heaven’s Reclamation Archive; Owner link none

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

69

Signature numbers

Judgment Brand — 14 MP; 30 yd; 18 sec; 45 sec cooldown

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Judgment Brand — 14 MP; 30 yd; 18 sec; 45 sec cooldown

Core kit

Independent Standard — 12 MP; 20 yd; 60 sec; Spellbreak Strike — 12 MP; Radiant Punishment — 18 MP; Flail Guard

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

White-blue field plate, judgment seal, consecrated flail and chain.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Judgment off-tank; names the act and cost-bearer, plants a chosen field plan, and breaks spell lines.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Dead on page; body deleted; soul held in the Reclamation Archive; no Book 2 revive.


Naomi Talbot
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Naomi Talbot in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Naomi Talbot


Class and Progression

Level

27

Evolution

Mercy Cleric

Class

Mercy Cleric

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 9; Vitality 23; Agility 10; Focus 30; Will 25; Grace 29

Resources

HP 272 / 272; MP 374 / 374; STAMINA 180 / 180

Route bars

Mercy Pane capacity 10

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

75

Signature numbers

Mercy Pane II — 22 MP; 60 yd; maximum 10 panes

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Mercy Pane II — 22 MP; 60 yd; maximum 10 panes

Core kit

Mercy Dome; Soul Pane; Long Rest Circle; Memory Stitch; Radiant Mace

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Pale-blue healing cloth, radiant mace, soul panes, healer satchel, warm-gold spell rings.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Main healer; keeps living names outside soul damage, catches memory fragments, and supplies the party’s safe center.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Full bars; holds the Healer’s Witness Key for Damaris’s Archive quest.


Petra Coyle
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Petra Coyle in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Petra Coyle


Class and Progression

Level

27

Evolution

Dawn Hand

Class

Dawn Hand

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 18; Vitality 18; Agility 34; Focus 19; Will 21; Grace 19

Resources

HP 248 / 248; MP 260 / 260; STAMINA 305 / 305

Route bars

Route Mark capacity 9

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

66

Signature numbers

Triple Route Mark — 12 MP; 90 yd; maximum 9 marks

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Triple Route Mark — 12 MP; 90 yd; maximum 9 marks

Core kit

Shadow Run; Dawn Mark; Radiant Palm; Decoy Route; Knife Crit

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Blue-marked light leathers, short bow, paired knives, route chalk, soft boots.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Scout and crit runner; steals routes from boss arenas, marks moving exits, and attacks from behind phase walls.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Full bars; holds the Rogue’s Witness Key for the Reclamation Archive.


Adina Kroll
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Adina Kroll in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Adina Kroll


Class and Progression

Level

29

Evolution

Gospel Bard

Class

Gospel Bard

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 9; Vitality 17; Agility 17; Focus 31; Will 26; Grace 29

Resources

HP 234 / 234; MP 398 / 398; STAMINA 205 / 205

Route bars

Open Gospel duration 45 sec

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

79

Signature numbers

Open Gospel II — 30 MP; 60 yd; 45 sec; 75 sec cooldown

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Open Gospel II — 30 MP; 60 yd; 45 sec; 75 sec cooldown

Core kit

Countersong; Battle Hymn; Blue Curse Script; Hostile Clause Cut; False Label

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

White-blue scholar cloth, gospel codex, blue rune chalk, countersong focus.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Rule breaker; exposes hidden phase text, edits one hostile verb, and makes boss clauses collide.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Full bars; holds the Scribe’s Witness Key for the ideal-copy fight.


Junia Serrat
Supporting Character
[image: Torso-up portrait of Junia Serrat in the end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Junia Serrat


Class and Progression

Level

38

Evolution

Free Inquisitor

Class

Free Inquisitor

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 30; Vitality 32; Agility 27; Focus 30; Will 34; Grace 32

Resources

HP 390 / 390; MP 360 / 360; STAMINA 325 / 325

Route bars

Party slot open; Choir link none

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

88

Signature numbers

Sever Owner Field — 26 MP; melee; 1 beat; 60 sec cooldown

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Sever Owner Field — 26 MP; melee; 1 beat; 60 sec cooldown

Core kit

Rank-Key Strike; Sixfold Sword; Owner-Line Sight; Forge Gate; Cathedral Recall Break

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

Broken white-gold plate, broken sword, closed halo split at one side, four white wings.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Anti-owner duelist; cuts command lines, opens rank gates, and turns heavenly boss keys against Heaven.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Joins through an open party slot; no Choir link; holds the Forge Witness Key.


Also by Jax A. River
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Hell Took My Dog
Hell Raid Harem, Book 1
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Nice Body, Wrong Loadout: The System Gave Me Curves and a Life-Stealing Tank Build
Chad’s Cursed Build, Book 1
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