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Chapter 1 — Ten Thousand Health Bars and One Empty Slot

The heavenly lances hit Trevor's shared guard frame, and ten thousand damage numbers made the sky look like it had learned arithmetic out of spite.

His upper wings caught the first rank. His lower pair opened beneath them, each feather a white-blue shield surface angled toward the civilians on the cathedral roofs. Fourfold Guard II cost fourteen MP. The invasion took the spell, his full Stamina bar, and the first pleasant thought he might have had about owning four wings.

FOURFOLD GUARD II // 14 MP

INCOMING HOLY DAMAGE // 26,400

DISTRIBUTED DAMAGE // 32 RELAYS

The last line saved the city and nearly killed everyone still connected to it.

Trevor had thirty-two independent relay groups. None belonged to him. Each had accepted a route through his Open Grace Domain, and every route still carried the right to close. That had been beautiful when the freed dead were choosing rest, departure, or a place in the living city.

It was less beautiful when thirty-two raid leaders saw ten thousand gold health bars and chose thirty-two different emergencies.

“North roofs!” someone shouted through Relay Nine.

“The gate!” cried Relay Two.

“Children in the bell tower!”

“Carrier! Hit the carrier!”

Trevor's interface filled with votes, withdrawal notices, target pings, and one formal complaint about the cathedral having no posted invasion procedure.

“We have a procedure now,” he said. “Try not to die before the minutes are approved.”

When the guard frame collapsed, gold fire drove him down through three hundred feet of open air. His long blonde hair snapped above him like a blue-white banner while his four wings fought for separate angles. Damaris's flail struck his spine through its carrying strap, pulling him toward the empty place at the front of the formation—the place where a planted Dawn Inquisitor should have caught the next charge and made it regret arriving.

Nothing stood there, though five party lanes opened around Trevor and four of them held fast.

Naomi's green-white healer lane held left and low. Petra's route lane skipped between falling lances. Adina's blue-gold song line connected six rooftops without touching the same stone twice. Junia remained outside the formation, a white blade icon with no Choir tether and no intention of acquiring one.

The fifth lane displayed no portrait, no HP bar, and no lie kind enough to mistake for Damaris.

FRONT-LINE INTERRUPTION // UNASSIGNED

AUTO-FILL AVAILABLE

Trevor hit decline so hard the prompt cracked, and below him, the first heavenly cavalry unit crossed the empty lane.

Its mount had six glass legs and a woman's face hidden behind a blank gold visor. The rider carried a lance wide enough to serve as a bridge. Damaris would have struck the shaft, moved inside the reach, and called Trevor an idiot for trying to block a siege weapon with his face.

Trevor blocked it with his face.

The gold edge caught his cheek, took sixty-three HP, and spun him sideways. Petra arrived through an unmarked route, planted both boots against the rider's visor, and drove a knife into the hinge. Junia followed without waiting for a party order. Her broken sword took the lance head off.

Naomi's healing circle appeared under Trevor, but he rolled away from it to catch a second cavalry strike before it reached Relay Seventeen. The circle followed him with Naomi's usual disrespect for tactical stupidity.

“Stop moving,” Naomi said.

“The city is moving faster than your circle.”

“The city isn't bleeding on my target list.”

“Give it a second.”

Mercy Pane II cost Naomi twenty-two MP. Ten panes unfolded across the north roofs, each one catching a lance impact and converting the last fatal point into a survivable wound. The panes did not heal anyone. They preserved choices by keeping people alive long enough to make them.

That was the sort of spell Trevor understood: mercy with blood still on it. When Trevor passed through the circle again, Naomi caught his wrist and held position against his flight, her sturdy frame braced on nothing but a pane of light.

“Name the triage order,” she said.

“Carrier first, then the gate and the rooftops.”

Her fingers tightened. “That is target priority.”

Another gold lance entered Trevor's lower-right wing and carved forty HP from the shared guard pool. He felt thirty-two relay leaders reach for him at once.

Naomi did not let go until Trevor answered the question she had actually asked. “People first. Anyone below half HP withdraws through Open Grace. Anyone carrying civilians gets the nearest relay. The gate holds only if holding it doesn't cost the people behind it.”

“And the empty front lane?” He looked at it because Naomi would not let him look anywhere else.

The System offered AUTO-FILL again, this time with three living women highlighted as compatible substitutes.

Petra saw her own portrait flash gold. She threw a knife through it.

Adina's portrait came second. She sang one flat note and turned the prompt backward until it read LLIF-OTUA.

Naomi closed her hand over Trevor's wrist before her portrait could appear.

“Empty,” he said, and the word hurt more than the lance.

Naomi released his wrist and healed his cheek for thirty-nine HP. She did not kiss the wound. She did not tell him Damaris would come back. Her palm stayed against his pulse for one measured beat, then she shoved him toward the carrier.

“Good. Now tank the lane you actually occupy.”

Trevor rose because the invasion had a center. Above the smaller angels, coffin barges, glass cavalry, and six-wing artillery floated a sealed vessel the size of the cathedral nave. Golden ribs curved around a black interior. Six holy-class shields turned around it: Paladin, Inquisitor, Cleric, Cantor, Hand, and one class label Heaven had hidden behind a crown-shaped censor mark.

Every lesser unit respawned from the vessel after thirty seconds unless the carrier died first.

BODY-FORGE CARRIER // LEVEL 54 RAID OBJECTIVE

HP // SEALED

SHIELDS // 6/6

CARGO // SANCTIONED BODIES

MISSING AUTHORITY // SEARCHING

Trevor's quest marker pierced the carrier from below, while thirty-two relay groups marked it too and immediately disagreed about what to do.

Relay Two wanted the gate. Relay Nine wanted the roofs. Relay Twenty-Six had discovered that a coffin barge contained people who were not yet dead and wanted to board it. Relay Thirty-One had no weapons capable of touching the carrier but possessed three bells, a flour mill, and unacceptable confidence.

Trevor opened every route instead of choosing one for people who had eyes of their own.

“Pick the person or target you can actually save,” he told them. “Call what you need. If someone else can answer, answer. Nobody waits for me to become an army.”

The command failed because it was not a command, which left room for Relay Nine to send two roof teams to Relay Two. Relay Two gave its spare ballista to Twenty-Six, while Relay Thirty-One rang three bells out of rhythm and drew the holy cavalry because Heaven apparently could not resist a badly conducted service.

Adina laughed once, sharp with battle. “Those bells are in three keys.”

“Can you weaponize the insult?” Trevor asked.

“I can make it last forty-five seconds.”

Open Gospel II cost her thirty MP. Blue-gold text spread across the relay web, not as one song but as thirty-two separate verses with a shared refrain.

THE GATE OPENS BOTH WAYS.

Each group sang it differently. Some shouted. Some whispered while carrying the wounded. Relay Thirty-One played it on bells with no respect for pitch or the divine.

The invasion formation stuttered because Heaven's units had entered expecting one defended city and one chain of command. The relays gave them thirty-two local fights. Every time the carrier adjusted its shields toward Trevor, someone else stole a coffin, broke a cavalry leg, cut a lance tether, or moved the civilians the strike was supposed to punish.

Petra appeared beside him upside down, her wiry body folded around a moving route mark. Her close-cropped dark hair had collected three sparks and one piece of somebody else's halo.

“You keep leaning right,” she said.

“I have a flail on my back.”

“You had it ten minutes ago.”

“My grief has terrible ergonomics.”

Petra's eyes went hard. She grabbed the strap across his chest and pulled him through a lance pattern before it closed.

“Don't make me into the person who catches that side forever.”

The words landed cleanly—not cruel, which somehow made them worse than cruel. Trevor looked down at her hand on the strap, then at the empty lane beyond it.

“I won't ask you to become that person.”

“You will,” Petra said. “Then I'll stab the habit until you stop.”

She kissed the uncut side of his mouth, quick and chosen, and kicked away before the touch could become consolation. Triple Route Mark cost twelve MP. Three white paths opened through the next cavalry wave, each leading somewhere useful and none pretending to be the route Damaris would have taken.

Trevor chose the steepest one, and the carrier rotated its Inquisitor shield toward him before Junia rose between them.

Her halo remained broken. Her Free Inquisitor armor held no blue Choir line and no black-red owner mark. White scars crossed her athletic arms where two Trevors had taught her different reasons to distrust miracles.

“Open a lane,” Trevor said.

“Open a route, not another link through you.”

“That is exactly what I intended to say.”

“Your interface appears to have heard something else.”

The empty fifth slot had highlighted Junia in gold without asking either of them.

Trevor closed the offer. “My interface is needy and frequently incorrect.”

“Your interface knows exactly who trained it.”

Junia stepped through Petra's route without entering the party. The carrier's Inquisitor shield recognized her rank, tried to issue an owner challenge, and found no valid superior field.

For one beat, the shield stopped turning. Junia struck it with her broken sword: the first impact did no damage, the second wrote a white fracture across the gold disk, and the third made the carrier speak.

INQUISITOR AUTHORITY // UNSANCTIONED

JUDGMENT LINE // SELF-HELD

MISSING WITNESS // NOT FOUND

The fracture widened from Junia's blade toward the hidden crown shield. Every heavenly unit changed target at once, sending ten thousand aggro lines away from the relays and straight toward Junia.

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Fourfold Guard II and put all four wings around someone who still refused his link.

The spell accepted her because protection did not require ownership, permission to command, or gratitude afterward.

The first thousand lances hit, dropping Trevor's HP from 418 to 291 and then 204. Naomi's ten panes caught the fatal edges while Petra rerouted two volleys into empty sky and Adina broke the attack cadence into thirty-two mutually irritating songs.

Because the fifth lane remained uncovered, a gold spear entered through the hole Trevor had refused to fill with someone else's face.

Trevor saw the strike, saw the front-line interrupt that was not coming, and understood too late that he had built the guard around the shape of five people.

The spear passed beside his ribs and aimed straight through Naomi's heart before the guard could turn.

Naomi moved first, dropping her last Mercy Pane as she stepped outside the healer lane and caught the shaft between both palms. The impact took her to twelve HP and drove her backward through Trevor's lower wings.

Petra caught Naomi, Adina caught Petra, and Junia held the cracked Inquisitor shield open with her sword.

Trevor caught all three women with his body, lost another ninety-six HP, and felt Damaris's flail strike his spine again.

Nobody filled the slot, and they survived anyway because thirty-two relays answered the spear—not together, and certainly not neatly.

Relay Nine hit its left stabilizer. Relay Two struck the gate chain. Twenty-Six dropped a stolen coffin onto the Paladin shield. Thirty-One rang the flour-mill bell so violently that its clapper flew free and punched through a glass cavalry mount.

The carrier tilted far enough that its sealed HP bar flickered into view for half a second.

BODY-FORGE CARRIER // HP 18,000,000

SHIELDS // 5/6

Trevor pulled the spear out of Naomi's hands before the holy metal could keep burning her. She healed herself to sixty-one HP, then looked at him with tears held exactly where battle required.

“Do not thank Damaris for that,” she said, catching Trevor with his mouth already open. Naomi pressed two bloody fingers against his lips.

“I caught it. Petra caught me. Adina caught her. Junia held the shield. You caught all of us.” Her voice shook once. “Damaris is dead. We still did that.”

Trevor swallowed the wrong words. “You still stopped the spear yourself.”

The carrier heard him, and the hidden crown shield stopped searching the city. Its censor mark opened like an eye as a beam of gold text passed over Trevor's face, four wings, male identity line, two Witness Marks, Open Grace Domain, and the flail across his back. It paused on the empty party lane before every shield rotated toward him.

SYSTEM // Ten thousand enemies attempted one perfect invasion. Thirty-two relay groups answered thirty-two different problems, and the city remains inconveniently alive.
LEVEL // 40 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 108/418 | MP 340/434 | Stamina 71/365
Hope 103/320
Dissonance 46
Choir Capacity 32 | Active relay groups 32
Naomi Talbot // 61/272 HP
Petra Coyle // 201/248 HP
Adina Kroll // 190/234 HP
Junia Serrat // 344/390 HP | Choir link: none
Damaris Pike // dead
Party lane // empty
Auto-fill // refused
Body-Forge Carrier // 18,000,000 HP
Shields // 5/6


The carrier put Trevor's name beneath the crown before anyone finished breathing.

FOUNDER CANDIDATE // TREVOR DWYER

The invasion stopped trying to take the city and tried to take him instead.


Chapter 2 — Heaven Checked My Warranty

Three bells, one ballista, and an airborne flour mill told Heaven what Trevor's city thought of the kidnapping attempt.

Relay Thirty-One had cut the mill loose from its roof. Its great wooden wheel turned as it fell upward through the gate's reversed gravity, shedding white flour over the golden cavalry. The powder found every invisible wing edge and made Heaven's perfect formation look like a bakery had caught it shoplifting.

Trevor approved the tactic on principle, though the body-forge carrier did not leave him time to say so. Its crown shield opened, and a gold column swallowed him from halo to boots.

SUCCESSOR INTEGRITY SCAN

FOUNDER CANDIDATE // HOLD STILL

“No, you do not get to certify me.” The column moved with him.

Trevor banked hard enough to make all four wings bite the air at different angles. The scan clung to him like a selection box anyway, passing through his soft cheeks and long lashes, his gold-ringed eyes, white-blue armor, narrow male frame, and the flail across his back.

Tiny verdicts appeared over each part of the body Heaven had rebuilt.

FACE // DERIVATIVE TEMPLATE // ACCEPTABLE

SEX // MALE // CONTINUITY STABLE

BODY // FEMALE ANGEL FRAME // CONTINUITY STABLE

IDENTITY // TREVOR DWYER // UNRESOLVED FOUNDER COLLISION

“My face is not derivative.”

FACIAL TEMPLATE // TREVORIA WYER

“She stole it from me in advance.”

The scan declined to litigate genealogy during an invasion. It reached his four wings and split into six empty sockets, two beneath the pairs he already carried.

WING ARRAY // INCOMPLETE

CROWNING PHASE // PREMATURE

Trevor stopped joking. Heaven had not marked him as a random heretic, raid leader, or provincial boss. It had looked through everything he had survived and found a phase he had never entered.

The scan touched his memories and immediately went looking for approved ownership.

Images opened around him in clear gold panes: a college dorm; a game screen; Queen Dwyer smiling with his face and none of his restraint; Naomi asleep against his shoulder; Petra's knife under his chin; Adina singing his fear into something usable; Junia lifting a sword against two owner fields.

Then Damaris stood in the throne room at six HP, choosing the interception Trevor could not take from her.

Trevor reached for the link before he could stop himself and found nothing waiting there. Heaven had only dressed the last moment it had stolen in gold and forced him to watch it again.

Trevor struck the pane with the flail. The weapon fit remained terrible, but the glass broke anyway.

MEMORY RESPONSE // HOSTILE

ATTACHMENT INTEGRITY // EXCESSIVE

“That one is fair.”

The scan narrowed. Trevor's HP began falling without a damage number.

FOUNDER BODY PRESSURE TEST

HP 108/418

HP 101/418

HP 94/418

Naomi's green-white targeting circle hit the outside of the column and flattened. Her healing spell could see him but could not cross.

“Trevor,” she said through the relay. “Your bar is bleeding seven per beat.”

“I noticed the intimate attention.”

“Can Open Grace give me a door?”

He tried. His Domain opened willing exits, not forced entries. The gold column recognized the first route and sealed it with a warranty notice.

UNSANCTIONED MODIFICATION // DOMAIN ACCESS DENIED

RETURN FOUNDER BODY TO CERTIFIED CONFIGURATION

The System projected three approved versions of Trevor around him. One wore a serene smile beneath six folded wings; another had no party links at all. The third sat on a throne with five women reduced to identical gold icons beneath his feet.

Trevor kicked the third one in the mouth. His boot passed through the projection, but the act cost two Stamina and improved his mood.

Outside, the carrier drew every shield close. Paladin covered the hull while Cleric repaired the fracture Junia had opened. Hand redirected the city's attacks, and Cantor ate Adina's refrain one relay at a time.

The relays kept fighting after they lost their shared words. Trevor watched the gold column touch his open route and seal the door because it expected a person to walk through.

He looked below and found four different rescue routes already moving.

The carrier's scan had cut through the cathedral district from sky to street. Hundreds of civilians stood inside the same gold light, frozen beneath their own tiny inspection panes.

LOCAL SOULS // UNSANCTIONED

DISPOSITION // PENDING FOUNDER REVIEW

The column was not merely holding Trevor. It was asking what he wanted done with everyone caught inside, which was Heaven's second mistake after assuming he would hold still.

“Adina,” he said. “I need a new callout.”

Her voice returned through Relay Seven, rough where the Cantor shield had clipped it. “Which one?”

“Damaris used to call the low sweep.”

Silence held for half a beat around the callout Damaris had owned.

Trevor had meant it as a useful fact. Hearing it aloud made the old formation snap into his muscles—Damaris planted at the front, Naomi behind her, Petra disappearing right, Adina calling time—and his wings shifted toward an interruption that would never arrive.

The scan took another seven HP while Trevor waited for Adina's answer.

“Don't use her word,” Adina said.

“I wasn't going to.”

“You were about to ask me for it.”

He had been about to make exactly that mistake.

Adina's blue eyes found him through the gold column. She stood on a cracked rooftop with blood at one corner of her mouth, lean body braced behind a song the shield kept erasing.

“Our low sweep is bells under,” she said. “Hers stays hers.”

Trevor accepted the correction. “Bells under.”

Thirty-two relays could not hear the phrase through Adina's silenced Gospel, but they could see Trevor point. Relay Thirty-One rang from below, Relay Nine answered on a roof, and one by one the city bells took up the ugly three-key alarm until every civilian inside the scan crouched.

Trevor opened Open Grace routes along the floor instead of through the wall.

The Domain cost no MP to maintain, but every active door occupied one of his thirty-two relay lanes. He released the carrier target, surrendered the ballista groups, and reassigned twelve lanes to civilians who did not know his name and owed him nothing.

Gold warranty seals appeared over each door. Trevor did not send people through them; he moved the street.

Petra understood first. Triple Route Mark cost her twelve MP. She marked three sections of broken paving, and the white paths peeled upward like strips of carpet. Each carried twenty civilians toward the waiting doors without crossing the scan under their own movement.

The seals hesitated because the call belonged to no sanctioned formation.

SUBJECT MOVEMENT // NONE

ROUTE MOVEMENT // UNDEFINED

“Heaven never patched conveyor belts,” Petra said.

“Nobody respects logistics until the raid wipes.”

Relay Two turned a wagon sideways and shoved it onto the first moving route, while Relay Twenty-Six loaded wounded people into a stolen coffin and sent it down the second. Junia cut the gold inspection panes off anyone Petra could not reach.

Naomi waited beside the first door with her hands empty and no automatic transfer open.

She did not spend a heal on Trevor. Instead, she took each civilian as the route delivered them, checked breath and bleeding with quick, exact touches, and assigned them to local healers.

Trevor's HP dropped to fifty-two before the next civilian reached the door.

“You are last,” Naomi told him.

“Correct. The patients cross before the healer.”

“I hate that it is correct.”

“That is also correct and deeply inconvenient.”

The first route carried thirty-eight people out of the scan, then sixty-one, then one hundred four. The column increased pressure each time its subjects escaped.

FOUNDER REVIEW REQUIRED

CERTIFY LOCAL SOULS // PROPERTY

CERTIFY LOCAL SOULS // DEFECTIVE

No third option appeared. Trevor tried to add one, and the panel rejected text input with all the serene confidence of a bureaucracy that had never been punched hard enough.

Adina found a way to make the city hear him without spending another Gospel. She routed his ordinary voice through the bells. Every word arrived in the wrong pitch and roughly the right order.

“Nobody in this light belongs to me,” Trevor said. “Nobody is defective. If the menu has no button for that, the menu is the broken part.”

The scan took him to forty-five HP, and the civilians kept moving. At twenty-eight, one of the gold doors cracked. At twenty-one, the route beneath it became white-blue. At fourteen, every warranty seal tried to close at once.

Junia drove her sword into the column from outside. The blade did not break the scan. It held one closing door open for one beat.

“I am not joining your Choir,” she said.

“This is an exceptionally busy time to reaffirm boundaries.”

“You make busy times necessary.”

Petra put both hands under the moving street and spent her last thirty Stamina on one murderous shove. Adina sang without a skill, her voice cracking as she forced the bells to hold Trevor's sentence, and Naomi abandoned the evacuation line only after the last civilian crossed.

She stepped through Junia's door without accepting the Choir link. The scan recognized her as a companion asset and offered Trevor a certification box, because apparently Heaven could turn even a rescue into insulting paperwork.

NAOMI TALBOT // ASSIGN TO FOUNDER?

He selected NO, and the column lost its grip on her.

Naomi caught Trevor at seven HP. Her Greater Mend cost thirty-two MP and restored eighty-nine HP before the scan could reject it.

His bar became 96/418 as the last Open Grace route closed behind the last civilian.

The carrier had asked Trevor to judge them. He had refused every available verdict and cleared every subject from the test, so the gold column shattered from the bottom upward and experience struck him in the chest.

Level 41 raised every maximum without refilling what Heaven had taken. His four wings widened by one feather-span. Grace settled beneath his skin, warm and furious, while the next layer of the carrier's scan opened over the flail.

SYSTEM // Founder review complete. You evacuated every subject, rejected both approved verdicts, and returned the inspection form with the menu marked defective.
LEVEL // 40 + 1 -> 41 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 21 | Vitality 37 | Agility 33 | Focus 31 | Will 33 | Grace 40
HP 96/425
MP 301/441
Stamina 69/372
Hope 112/320
Dissonance 47
Choir Capacity 32 | Active relay groups 32
Founder Candidate // confirmed
Successor Integrity // unresolved
Crowning Phase // premature


The scan passed over Damaris's flail, searched for the woman whose grip had worn the leather, and checked Trevor's empty party lane before opening a body-rating panel.

DAMARIS PIKE // QUERYING

BODY // FIELD EMPTY

BODY CONTINUITY // DELETED

QUALITY RATING // CANNOT RATE NOTHING

The carrier turned toward Heaven. For the first time since the invasion began, it looked afraid of what was missing.


Chapter 3 — Thirty-Two Raid Leaders, Zero Shot-Caller

Heaven's body-forge carrier rated Damaris's missing body as nothing, then resumed bombarding the people who had survived without her. Trevor took the insult personally.

The carrier climbed above the city with five shields intact and one Inquisitor disk cracked but healing. Around it, ten thousand lesser health bars reorganized into six holy-class wedges. Each wedge inherited a shield's rules.

The Paladin wedge reflected the largest incoming hit, while the Cleric wedge healed whichever unit the city damaged last. The Cantor wedge silenced repeated attacks. Hand changed its weak point every three beats, and the hidden crown wedge had no tooltip at all.

The Inquisitor wedge judged everyone who struck first and reflected the verdict as damage. Thirty-two relay leaders studied the same formation and produced thirty-two excellent reasons to attack different parts of it.

Trevor hovered above the cathedral, one hundred sixty-three HP restored but no full checkpoint available. His Level 41 maximum remained 425. The other bars had recovered through Adina's low battle hymn and three confiscated heavenly ration seals, leaving him enough to make one bad plan or several smaller mistakes.

BODY-FORGE CARRIER // 18,000,000 HP

SHIELDS // 5/6

INVASION UNITS // 9,614

CITY RAID LEADERS // 32

SHOT-CALLER // NONE

“The System sounds concerned,” Petra said.

She hung from Trevor's left ankle while repairing one boot strap with a stolen halo pin. Her route marks had carried so many people that the white lines now trembled at their edges.

“It should be honored,” Trevor said. “This is participatory violence.”

Relay Four wanted to break the Cleric wedge. Relay Eleven had found a blind angle on the Hand shield. Relay Twenty-Six was still boarding coffin barges and refused to stop while they contained living captives. Relay Thirty-One had replaced its lost flour mill with a team of masons throwing roof tiles.

The roof tiles did eleven damage each, which mattered considerably less once Trevor saw how many roofs the city was willing to donate.

Naomi opened the local triage window. “We can survive one reflected burst. Not two.”

“Tell Four.”

“Four does not answer to me.”

“Tell them what happens to the people they are carrying if they fire early.”

Naomi did, and Relay Four delayed its ballista without being ordered. Trevor opened the map, stopped trying to draw one attack arrow, and drew rescue lanes instead.

One white-blue route linked Relay Four's firing platform to Naomi's nearest Mercy Pane. Another connected Eleven's blind angle to Petra's escape mark. He offered Twenty-Six a route from the coffin barges to the cathedral infirmary and left its attack target entirely alone. Thirty-One received a route labeled FALLING MASONRY EXIT, which they accepted after changing the name to HEAVENLY ROOF REPAIR.

Every lane had a close button, and every group kept it within local reach.

“Choose your own weak point,” Trevor told them. “I only need to know where you want to survive afterward.”

The map became glorious nonsense. Thirty-two target arrows crossed thirty-two retreat lines; some groups asked for healing, while others wanted a route behind the carrier. Two wanted help rescuing enemies after their shield broke, and Relay Fifteen requested a quiet place to panic for exactly ten seconds.

Trevor found them a bell tower with thick walls. “Begin when ready,” he said.

No one began. They had spent two days learning what happened when one command field decided everyone at once, and freedom had not magically taught them to trust the next group's timing.

The carrier did not share the hesitation, and its Cantor shield started a citywide cast.

PERFECT RESPONSE // 8 BEATS

Adina read the tooltip. “It will repeat our most common action and make every other action invalid.”

“How common?”

“One more shared guard would do it.”

Trevor's four wings had already started opening toward the old pattern, so he closed them.

The empty front lane remained exposed. His body hated the decision. Every reflex left by the old formation told him to cover the group, catch the opening hit, and let Damaris interrupt whatever followed.

There would be no interruption. Adina saw him looking at the empty lane, and her lean fingers closed around the blue-gold lines of her song.

“Do not call the old pattern,” she said.

“I know.”

“Then look at us.” He did, one chosen lane at a time.

Naomi had ten panes and would spend them on fatal edges, not comfort. Petra had six route marks left and a seventh path that existed only because she had not told the System. Adina could preserve separate actions for forty-five seconds if she paid thirty MP. Junia stood outside the Choir with her sword turned toward the Inquisitor wedge.

None of them had Damaris's answer. They had four different ones, so Trevor opened no shared guard and Relay Four fired the ballista.

The Paladin wedge reflected the largest hit exactly as predicted. Naomi put one Mercy Pane in front of the rebound and let the nonfatal damage continue into an empty roof.

Relay Eleven attacked the Hand wedge two beats later. Petra shifted their retreat line when its weak point rotated, spending twelve MP on Triple Route Mark and leaving the attack entirely theirs.

Twenty-Six cut a coffin barge loose instead of damaging any shield. Its prisoners dropped toward the cathedral. Trevor used both lower wings as a ramp, took twenty-eight impact damage, and passed the barge into the waiting rescue lane.

Thirty-One's roof tiles struck the Cleric wedge for eleven damage each.

The shield tried to heal the last damaged unit. Two hundred thirteen separate tiles created two hundred thirteen last damaged units before its targeting frame could settle, and the Cleric wedge froze.

PERFECT RESPONSE // INVALID SAMPLE

Adina spent thirty MP on Open Gospel II and opened four separate answers.

She did not give the raid one refrain this time. She gave each relay its own ending to the sentence WE LIVE BY—.

Nine answered with choice, Thirty-One with spite, Four with good walls, and Twenty-Six with the people they had carried. Relay Fifteen rejoined after its ten-second panic break and contributed, “Not doing that again.”

The Cantor shield tried to repeat the most common answer and found none. Blue fractures crossed the gold disk as the city attacked badly, locally, and from every useful angle.

Trevor flew through the overlaps. He did not direct shots. He caught falling fighters, opened exits under reflected attacks, carried MP draughts to groups Naomi could not reach, and struck only when a shield exposed a gap no one else could use.

His flail fit remained terrible, but he swung it anyway. The iron head wrapped around a cavalry lance and pulled the rider into Petra's ninth route mark; she closed the path after the rider crossed, leaving its mount on the other side.

“Damaris would have—” Trevor began, and Petra put a knife against his mouth.

“Finish that sentence and I take the flail.”

He looked at the blade. “Complimented your efficient dismemberment?”

“Better.”

Petra kissed his cheek behind the knife, then vanished into another route before he could lean into the warmth. The carrier lost the Cantor shield in a shower of broken hymn text.

SHIELDS // 4/6

Hope rose by nine because the groups had chosen their own targets and kept one another alive. Dissonance rose by two because the carrier punished disagreement by dropping three coffin barges at once.

Trevor caught one. Naomi and Relay Twenty-Six caught the second. The third fell beyond any open lane.

Junia cut the owner seal in half before it could close around her.

The living prisoners dropped free. Adina changed her song to slow their fall while Petra's unlisted route appeared beneath the lowest two. Trevor spent fourteen MP on Fourfold Guard II and made four wing surfaces into a white-blue net.

The rescued prisoners landed across all four shields, while the last person fell through the fifth, empty lane.

Junia dove after her without entering Trevor's spell, caught the woman's arm, and drove her sword into the cathedral wall hard enough to stop them both six feet above the street.

Trevor descended to help, but Junia shook her head. “Break the carrier.”

“You are hanging from a sword.”

“I selected this problem.”

The words carried the whole city raid in miniature. Trevor trusted her choice and rose.

The carrier rotated its remaining shields: Paladin covered the heart, Cleric restored the hull, and Hand folded the weak points inward. Crown remained unreadable as Inquisitor turned toward Junia.

Its disk was not merely gold. Beneath the surface, thousands of names formed chains leading to one vacant judgment seal. Every city attack bounced from it with a verdict.

AUTHORITY INSUFFICIENT

OWNER ROOT REQUIRED

JUDGMENT CLASS REQUIRED

Trevor struck it with Open Grace, and the shield called his freedom an invalid owner root. Naomi hit it with a healing seal; it called mercy irrelevant. Petra attacked from an unmapped angle, only to find the shield present on every map because Heaven owned the mapmaker. Adina gave it six contradictory endings, and it judged all six unauthorized.

Then Junia climbed back into the sky. Her broken halo entered the shield's targeting frame, and her Free Inquisitor class made every name-chain pull tight until the disk stopped rotating.

SYSTEM // Thirty-two raid leaders selected thirty-two weak points. No shot-caller was found. Four shields are now reconsidering the benefits of centralized management.
LEVEL // 41 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 244/425 | MP 266/441 | Stamina 181/372
Hope 121/320
Dissonance 49
Relay groups 32/32
Shared commands issued // 0
Voluntary rescue overlaps // 47
Body-Forge Carrier // 14,870,220/18,000,000 HP
Shields // 4/6


Junia raised her sword, and the Inquisitor shield displayed a lock no one else could touch.

JUDGMENT CLASS CHALLENGE // AWAITING SELF-HELD VERDICT

“Mine,” Junia said, and Trevor believed her.


Chapter 4 — The Boss Could Not Find Its Witness

Heaven answered Junia's claim with a wipe timer, because divine law disliked women who could say mine without an owner.

The gold disk opened around her broken sword. Every name-chain inside it pulled toward a vacant seal, found no living judgment witness, and began tearing authority from the city instead.

JUDGMENT WITNESS // SEARCHING

VALID WITNESS // NOT FOUND

EMERGENCY CERTIFICATION // BEGIN

CITY SOULS WILL BE CONSOLIDATED IN 60 BEATS

“That sounds fatal for everyone with a soul,” Trevor said.

“It sounds organized,” Adina replied. “That is usually worse.”

The carrier's crown shield expanded over the cathedral district, and gold borders appeared around all thirty-two relay maps. One by one, the maps tried to merge.

Relay Nine's roof teams became CIVILIAN DEFENSE UNIT, Twenty-Six's coffin raiders became RECOVERED CARGO, and Thirty-One's masons became UNAUTHORIZED LABOR RESOURCE. The names changed before the people did, and each new label carried a command field waiting to make the lie real.

“Close every relay that can disengage safely,” Trevor said.

Twenty groups obeyed, while twelve had excellent reasons not to.

Relay Four needed Trevor's exit route for a ballista team trapped behind the Paladin wedge. Relay Fifteen still had wounded civilians inside its quiet bell tower. Twenty-Six had three coffins open and four prisoners whose soul tags would revert if the route dropped.

Trevor could sever them and preserve their independence, but people would die outside the network. He could keep them linked and let Heaven merge them into one certified body.

When the timer reached fifty-three, his old party interface offered a solution.

APPOINT CENTRAL SHOT-CALLER

ABSORB LOCAL BUFFS

OVERRIDE WITH FOUNDER AUTHORITY

Trevor dragged the panel into the trash. It returned with a brighter border.

“Persistent little fascist,” Petra said.

“It learned from the crown.”

Petra had one knife buried in the Hand shield and the other pressed to a gold command line crossing Relay Eleven. Each time the timer fell, the line thickened beneath her blade.

Junia remained inside the Inquisitor challenge. Her sword held the vacant witness seal open while gold names crawled up her arm.

SELF-HELD VERDICT // INSUFFICIENT FOR CITY CERTIFICATION

“Can you break it?” Trevor asked.

“Yes, if the other owner roots stop rotating.”

“Can you break it before the timer reaches zero?”

“Ask a question whose answer helps.”

The timer reached forty-seven while the witness seal kept tightening.

Naomi sent Trevor a healer overlay. It showed thirty-two relay groups as separate bodies, each with its own buffs, injuries, cooldowns, and local morale. The crown shield was replacing them with one enormous gold bar.

“If it merges them, I can heal the new bar,” she said. “I cannot restore who held which wound afterward.”

Trevor looked at the display. Relay Four carried BALLISTA CREW // ARMOR-PIERCING RHYTHM, while Fifteen carried PANIC SURVIVED // SECOND ATTEMPT BONUS. Twenty-Six carried COFFIN RAIDER // LIVING CARGO PRIORITY, and Thirty-One still had MASON'S SPITE // +11 TILE DAMAGE.

Heaven called them local inefficiencies. Trevor called them the reasons anyone was still alive.

“Can you preserve the buffs?” he asked.

“Ten Mercy Panes can preserve ten separate groups.”

Adina wiped blood from her mouth. “Open Gospel can keep six endings from merging.”

“Six more, which gets us to sixteen.”

Petra spun one knife. “Nine route marks. Nine groups can leave the map while the merge checks them.”

“Twenty-five,” Trevor counted.

Junia's sword cracked deeper into the witness seal. “I am busy.”

“That leaves us seven groups short,” Trevor said.

Thirty-two relays meant thirty-two choices. His Choir Capacity matched the number, but using it as a command network would give Heaven exactly the central authority it wanted.

At thirty-nine beats, Trevor opened the Level 42 preview hiding behind his experience bar. The bar had not crossed because he still lacked one objective.

FREE COMPANY I

REQUIREMENT // PRESERVE 32 INDEPENDENT GROUP BUFFS THROUGH ONE FORCED MERGE

“That is impressively unhelpful timing,” he said.

YOU ARE WELCOME TO COMPLETE THE REQUIREMENT BEFORE DYING.

The skill was not available to save them; saving themselves would make it available. Trevor felt a laugh trying to become despair and chose the laugh because it had better action economy.

“Everyone,” he said through the remaining relays. “Heaven is trying to put you in one party.”

“Decline it with offensive emphasis,” said Relay Thirty-One.

“I did. It has administrator access.”

The city answered with language Trevor would not have printed in a sacred text, though he considered adding several phrases to the next edition.

“Keep your own buff alive,” he told them. “Not the strongest. Not the most useful to me. The one that proves your group is still yours. Trade protection if you want it. Do not wait for my assignment.”

The relay map exploded with requests before Trevor finished speaking.

Four offered its ballista rhythm to Nine in exchange for roof cover, and Fifteen asked Twenty-Six to carry its wounded. Thirty-One offered tile damage to everyone, receiving six polite refusals plus one enthusiastic acceptance from a children's bucket line.

Trevor stopped counting solutions and started opening doors between them.

Naomi used ten Mercy Panes, with each group choosing which wound its pane would preserve. Adina spent thirty MP on Open Gospel II, and six groups sang endings that contradicted one another while meaning every word. Petra spent thirty-six MP on three uses of Triple Route Mark, sending nine groups off the crown map along routes Heaven did not own before returning them behind different shields with their buffs intact.

Seven groups remained when the timer reached twenty-two.

Relay Two transferred its gate-chain buff to Four without transferring command, while Relay Seven hid inside Fifteen's survived-panic bonus. Twenty-Eight divided its one powerful shield into four weak shields and gave three away.

The crown map consolidated them anyway. Trevor's Open Grace Domain began to fold, and the empty Damaris lane lit gold.

APPOINT WITNESS SUBSTITUTE

The System highlighted Naomi, then Petra, then Adina, and finally Junia.

Naomi saw the prompt and stepped backward. “No.” Petra cut her portrait out of the window. “Still no.” Adina turned her highlight blue and labeled it WRONG WOMAN.

Junia did not look away from the shield. “Try it and I judge you first.”

Trevor closed the slot with fourteen beats remaining and twenty-nine groups preserved.

Relay Thirty-One lost MASON'S SPITE when the crown absorbed its bell. Fifteen lost PANIC SURVIVED when Heaven renamed the fear a defect. Twenty-Six lost LIVING CARGO PRIORITY when the carrier asserted ownership over the coffins.

Three local buffs vanished, but the people carrying them did not.

Thirty-One picked up ordinary stones. Fifteen opened the bell-tower door and walked outside while afraid. Twenty-Six threw the empty soul tags away and carried the prisoners in their arms.

Their old buffs were gone, but their next actions created replacements Heaven had never approved.

IMPROVISED AMMUNITION // LOCAL

FEAR CARRIED // LOCAL

PEOPLE, NOT CARGO // LOCAL

The crown shield had no category for any of them, and the timer reached three.

Trevor connected the thirty-two local buffs through Open Grace without moving a single command. His Domain became a company map whose leaders could share routes, healing, warnings, and retreat doors while retaining every local decision.

The forced merge fired. Thirty-two groups bent into one gold bar, thirty-two local buffs refused to follow, and the bar split along every preserved edge.

Breaking the witness phase finally paid the level the System had dangled in front of them.

Level 42 widened Trevor's maximums while the merge damage tore one hundred twelve HP from his current bar. A new white-blue formation icon opened behind his four wings.

FREE COMPANY I // ACQUIRED

UP TO 32 INDEPENDENT GROUPS MAY SHARE ROUTES AND SUPPORT WITHOUT SHARING COMMAND

Trevor activated it with all thirty-two invitations open and no compulsory acceptance.

Twenty-nine accepted immediately. Relay Four waited until its trapped ballista crew crossed Trevor's route, then accepted; Fifteen finished moving its wounded and did the same.

Thirty-One changed its company name to ROOF REPAIR UNION and accepted after adding a clause that Trevor was not in charge of tile selection.

The forced merge broke, and the carrier's crown shield lost half its light. Junia used the opening.

She pulled her broken sword free and struck the vacant seal with Sever Owner Field. The skill cost twenty-six MP. One beat of white silence passed through every name-chain.

The Inquisitor shield cracked from center to rim without breaking. Behind it, the carrier exposed the empty slot it had been trying to fill.

SYSTEM // Forced consolidation failed. Thirty-two local groups have formed one Free Company with zero central shot-callers and thirty-two retained close buttons.
LEVEL // 41 + 1 -> 42 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 21 | Vitality 37 | Agility 33 | Focus 31 | Will 34 | Grace 40
HP 132/432
MP 214/448
Stamina 118/379
Free Company I // acquired
Company groups // 32/32
Local buffs preserved // 32/32
Hope 138/320
Dissonance 52
Body-Forge Carrier // 11,204,880/18,000,000 HP
Shields // 3/6


Gold text appeared beside Trevor's founder tag before the shattered shield stopped falling.

FOUNDER CANDIDATE // TREVOR DWYER

JUDGMENT WITNESS // MISSING

The carrier did not need a stronger weapon. It needed a dead woman.


Chapter 5 — My Dead Girlfriend Was a Quest Requirement

Heaven searched for Damaris in front of Trevor and called her absence a missing judgment witness.

Gold hooks unfolded from the cracked Inquisitor shield. They did not aim at Damaris's flail, her empty party lane, or the memory panes the carrier had already stolen from Trevor. They reached upward through the invasion gate, following the line that had taken her soul beyond every revival skill Trevor possessed.

SOUL DESTINATION // HEAVEN'S RECLAMATION ARCHIVE

QUERY TYPE // JUDGMENT AUTHORITY

RETURN RECORD // REQUESTED

Trevor flew after the hooks until Naomi caught the back of his armor. “You have one hundred thirty-two HP.”

“The hook has less HP than I do.”

“The hook does not have ribs.”

“Unverified.”

She used no spell. She hauled him backward with both arms until Petra cut across the gold line and made it choose between three route marks. The hook split, chased every false path, and dragged a curtain of Archive text down over the carrier.

Trevor reached for her and found nothing that could reach back. The text was only a record—cold, partial, and owned by the place that had taken her.

DAMARIS PIKE

LAST LIVING CLASS // DAWN INQUISITOR

BODY CONTINUITY // DELETED

SOUL RECORD // INTACT

RETURN STATUS //—

The last line blurred before Trevor could read it, and the carrier's crown shield closed around the query. A new wipe mechanic formed beneath it.

UNAUTHORIZED VIEWERS // 5

PURGE IN 30 BEATS

Five gold target rings appeared around Trevor, Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia. The System still counted the empty party lane, but it gave the fifth living target to someone outside Trevor's Choir.

Junia looked at the ring around her boots. “It wants an Inquisitor to witness the purge.”

“Can you decline the witness role?”

“I can object to it with a sword.”

She charged the shield, which opened one name-chain at a time across the Inquisitor disk. Each carried a different owner root: Central Choir, Sanctioned Host, Reclamation Archive, Founder Office. Junia's Sever Owner Field could silence one root for one beat, so the shield rotated the others behind it before her cooldown returned.

“I need four breaks,” she said.

“You have one skill that breaks owner roots.”

“Then bring me three heresies.”

Trevor opened Free Company I. Thirty-two local buffs lit across the city map, each held by the group that had earned it.

Relay Thirty-One offered MASON'S SPITE without being asked or told what it meant. Relay Fifteen offered FEAR CARRIED on the condition that nobody called it courage. Relay Twenty-Six offered PEOPLE, NOT CARGO and asked where the carrier kept its stolen bodies.

None of those were authorized Inquisitor skills, but all three contradicted a root holding the shield. Trevor linked their effects—not their commands—to Junia's next strike.

At twenty-two beats, Naomi restored Trevor to 218 HP through four ordinary Lesser Mends costing forty-eight MP. She kept her other hand pressed between his lower wings, feeling each breath where the flail strap crossed his back.

“If the record opens,” she said, “you do not jump inside.”

“That depends on the loot table.”

Her fingers dug into the sore muscle beside his spine. “Trevor.”

He looked back at her and found grief in Naomi's expression without her using it as a leash. “A destination is not a door. A record is not her. We get the real thing or we do not call it a rescue.”

“We get the real thing or nothing wearing her face,” he said.

She released him. “Good. Remember that when hope gets louder.”

At eighteen beats, Junia's first strike carried MASON'S SPITE. The shield tried to classify her sword as an unauthorized tool, but two hundred thirteen imagined roof-tile impacts entered the same validation frame and crashed it.

The Founder Office chain snapped. Her second strike carried FEAR CARRIED, and Heaven tried to purge the emotion as a defect. Relay Fifteen's buff insisted fear could remain present without deciding the next action, snapping the Sanctioned Host chain in turn.

Her third strike carried PEOPLE, NOT CARGO. The carrier attempted to classify every captured soul as inventory. Twenty-Six's local buff rejected the item tags and turned the Reclamation Archive chain into a rescue objective.

The Archive root snapped, leaving only the Central Choir's prime authority.

CENTRAL CHOIR // PRIME AUTHORITY

The purge timer reached nine while Junia's Sever Owner Field remained on cooldown for six more seconds.

Adina opened her song menu. Open Gospel II was ready, but the carrier's shield would hear a Gospel as Choir syntax and absorb it.

“I can give it a command it cannot obey,” she said.

“That sounds emotionally and mechanically healthy.”

“I need a subject with no owner root.”

Every eye in Trevor's formation turned toward Junia.

Her white ring remained outside Trevor's formation. Free Company I could share routes and support with her only if she accepted a company invitation, and so far she had refused every one.

With six beats left, Trevor offered the invitation again.

JOIN FREE COMPANY // SUPPORT ACCESS ONLY // NO COMMAND TRANSFER

Junia read every clause. “Close button?”

“The close button remains entirely yours.”

“Choir link?”

“No Choir link, now or by default.”

“Party slot?”

Trevor looked at Damaris's empty lane. “That party slot is not being offered.”

Junia accepted. A white support line appeared between them, thin enough to cut with a thought and carrying none of the intimate awareness Trevor shared with his companions.

He had expected her acceptance to feel like progress. Instead it felt like being handed a knife by someone who trusted him not to reach for the hilt. Junia had named exactly what she would share, and Trevor's part was to leave the rest of her alone even after wanting it became inconvenient.

"You are still a guest?" he asked.

"Until I decide I want something different."

"Excellent. Guests terrify the management."

"You are unfortunately the management here."

"Then I am appropriately terrified."

Adina spent thirty MP, and her Gospel gave the Central Choir one imperative: OBEY THE SELF-HELD INQUISITOR.

The prime authority tried to own the subject before obeying her, but Junia had no owner root. The command folded backward.

CENTRAL CHOIR // CANNOT VALIDATE SUBJECT

The purge timer reached one as Junia's cooldown ended.

Sever Owner Field cost twenty-six MP. She drove the skill through the reflected command and into the center of the shield.

The Inquisitor disk broke, the purge rings vanished from all five living targets, and behind the shield the Archive query opened for less than one beat. Trevor saw Damaris's record again.

DAMARIS PIKE // SOUL RECORD INTACT

RETURN ELIGIBLE

AUTHORITY UNKNOWN

He reached for the panel, and it vanished before his fingers touched it.

Hope entered because return was possible. Dissonance followed because possibility was not a body, a promise, or Damaris choosing to come back. When the System tried to offer a quest celebration sound, Trevor muted the tasteless little bastard.

The carrier screamed as its golden ribs unfolded through the breach in the Inquisitor shield. At the center hung a living heart the size of a carriage, beating inside a glass map of Heaven, and every beat respawned another wave through the gate.

BODY-FORGE CARRIER // HEART EXPOSED

QUEST MAP // READ-LOCKED

DESTINATION // DIVINE BODY FORGE

ACCESS REQUIREMENT // CLAIMANT + RETURNED JUDGMENT

The final line disappeared under emergency censor gold, but Trevor had already seen it.

“Returned judgment, not merely a returned soul,” Adina said.

Junia pulled her sword out of the broken shield. “It did not say returned woman.”

“No, it described the authority before the woman.” Trevor's mouth went dry.

He looked at the empty lane, then at the place where Damaris's return flag had vanished.

“It said the woman comes back carrying authority Heaven needs.”

Naomi did not let hope complete the sentence for him. "Authority does not tell us what condition the soul is in, whether the Archive will release her, or whether she will accept a body."

Petra added, "And access requirement means somebody designed the door around her."

Junia looked at the broken shield. "Judgment authority normally certifies another party's claim."

Trevor's eyes returned to CLAIMANT + RETURNED JUDGMENT before the censor gold swallowed it.

"Then we find out what Heaven wants certified before we ask her to certify anything."

The promise was too large for the information they had, so he kept it as an objective instead of pretending it was a guarantee.

SYSTEM // Archive query intercepted. Damaris Pike remains dead and unavailable, but her soul record is intact and return eligible. Please refrain from kissing the quest flag.
LEVEL // 42 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 218/432 | MP 166/448 | Stamina 151/379
Hope 159/320
Dissonance 58
Free Company groups // 32 local + 1 unlinked Inquisitor
Damaris Pike // soul record intact
Return eligibility // confirmed
Return authority // unknown
Body-Forge Carrier // 9,880,440/18,000,000 HP
Shields // 2/6
Heart // exposed


The heart beat once, and the invasion gate opened wide enough for the city to invade back.


Chapter 6 — We Invaded the Invasion

Thirty-two raid leaders met the open invasion gate and immediately produced thirty-four opinions about crossing it. Naturally, two of the opinions belonged to Relay Thirty-One.

“Destroy the carrier,” said Relay Four.

“Board it,” said Twenty-Six.

“Close the gate,” said Nine.

“Hold the gate,” said Two.

“Throw the cathedral through it,” said Thirty-One.

“Denied,” Trevor said.

“Counterproposal: only the ugly part.”

Trevor looked down at the cathedral. The Sovereign Core had collapsed half the nave, the bell towers leaned in opposite directions, and three sections of roof were already airborne.

“Define ugly.” Naomi slapped the back of his head before Thirty-One could answer.

The carrier heart beat again. Three hundred respawned angels poured through the widened gate, each carrying a gold tether to the living engine. Its two remaining shields covered the heart and the passage: Paladin reflected the largest hit; the hidden crown shield still refused every tooltip.

BODY-FORGE CARRIER // 9,880,440/18,000,000 HP

HEART // EXPOSED

GATE CONTROL // HEAVEN 71% | LOCAL 29%

NEXT RESPAWN WAVE // 12 BEATS

Trevor could destroy the heart; the city had enough accumulated damage to break nine million HP if every relay fired into one frame. The quest map would die with it.

Somewhere behind those glass ribs waited the route to Damaris's soul, a body forge, and an authority Heaven had worked very hard to censor.

“We keep it alive,” Trevor said, and the city relay filled with objections. He did not overrule them; he opened the carrier's visible loot list.

ON DEATH // GATE SHARD, FORGE COMPASS (BROKEN), CARRIER HEART (UNREADABLE)

ON CAPTURE // GATE SHARD, FORGE COMPASS, QUEST MAP, PRISONER MANIFEST

CAPTURE DIFFICULTY // RUDE

“Vote with your route,” Trevor told them. “Capture groups take the white-blue doors. Kill groups take the red roof marks. Gate-defense groups stay local. Rescue groups choose their own return timing.”

Free Company I divided the map without dividing authority. Seventeen groups selected capture, six selected kill, four held the gate, and five chose rescue.

The six kill groups had enough damage to ruin the capture plan without anyone disobeying.

Trevor opened no command panel over them. He sent them the exact heart threshold and one warning: if the carrier fell below ten percent HP, the map would burn.

Relay Four replied, “Then make capture faster.”

Fair enough. The counter-raid began without waiting for a prettier consensus.

Petra marked three paths through the carrier ribs. The first led to the heart, the second to the prisoner decks, and the third ended at a gold wall because the forge map denied it existed.

“Take the route the map says does not exist,” Trevor said.

“Obviously. The honest routes are occupied.”

She caught his armor and pulled him into the unmapped route. Naomi followed the second path with the rescue groups, while Adina remained at the gate using ordinary sung warnings instead of spending her recovering Gospel cooldown. Junia took the first route toward the hidden crown shield.

The empty party lane stayed empty while the carrier's interior rotated around them.

Glass coffins lined its ribs. Some held unfinished angel bodies with blank faces and six folded wing buds. Others held living prisoners attached to gold inspection panes. The central heart pumped light through every coffin and into the respawn gate.

Trevor's route ended at a wall shaped like a closed eye and pretending not to exist.

Petra ran both hands across it. “The wall has no seam.”

“The map says there is no wall here.”

“Then the map is lying about the useful part.”

“Adina,” Trevor called.

Her voice came through the company support lane. “I hear it.”

“The wall?”

“The lie. It repeats every heart beat.”

She hummed the carrier rhythm: six gold notes, one missing note, then six again.

Trevor pressed Damaris's flail head against the blank place in the rhythm. The weapon did not activate. It was not Damaris, and it carried no authority she had not chosen to leave in it.

But the carrier recognized the wear pattern on the handle, and the eye-wall opened one narrow line.

JUDGMENT WITNESS // ASSOCIATED EQUIPMENT DETECTED

WITNESS // ABSENT

PROVISIONAL MAP ACCESS // 1 BEAT

Petra was through before the message finished, and Trevor followed before the wall remembered itself.

The hidden chamber contained a three-dimensional map of Heaven built from moving halos and coffin-shaped islands. A white route climbed from the city gate into a dungeon with no ground plane, and beyond it hung the Reclamation Archive, a city made of memory records. Farther still, a body forge burned around two empty sockets.

The final route ended at a throne hidden behind morning light, and Trevor tried to copy the map before it could disappear.

CAPTURE CARRIER TO RETAIN DATA

Outside, Relay Four struck the heart and dropped the carrier to 7,102,000 HP. “Faster,” Four said.

Trevor drove his hands into the map controls. Gate capture required three simultaneous holds: local anchor, carrier anchor, and destination anchor. Relay Two already held the city, and Junia could take the carrier heart if she broke the crown shield. The destination anchor waited on the other side of the gate.

“Counter-raid volunteers,” Trevor said. “I need one group to cross blind, hold for three beats, and retain its own retreat control.”

Nine groups volunteered, and Trevor chose none of them himself.

“Coordinate among yourselves. I need one answer, but it cannot be mine.”

The groups argued while fighting. Twenty-Six had coffin-shield experience; Nine had roof fighters used to vertical terrain; Fifteen understood surviving fear. Thirty-One had a bell and no qualifications whatsoever. Together they formed their own mixed team from all four relays.

Free Company I preserved every local buff. Trevor opened an Open Grace door through the gate, gave the new team its close control, and watched them cross. The door remained open because they chose it. Heaven noticed.

The Paladin shield abandoned the heart and slammed into the destination anchor. Junia intercepted it with her broken sword. The reflected hit threw her across the carrier chamber, but the shield's motion exposed its edge to Relay Four.

Relay Four fired into the exposed edge, and the Paladin disk broke across its reflection line.

SHIELDS // 1/6

Carrier HP fell with the shield, stopping at 3,880,000 before the kill groups fired again.

“That was the shield,” Four said.

“It was mostly the shield and only slightly the carrier.”

Junia reached the heart before the hidden crown disk lowered between them.

FOUNDER CANDIDATE MUST CLAIM

UNLINKED WITNESS CANNOT HOLD ROOT

Trevor left the map chamber and flew through the carrier's rotating ribs. Petra took the shortest route, which also contained three blade traps, one collapsing coffin, and a gold hand that tried to certify Trevor as property.

He lost sixty-two HP, twenty-eight Stamina, and one sleeve he had been rather fond of before Petra reached the heart first and held the crown shield open with both knives.

“This route was terrible,” Trevor said.

“It was the shortest route that remained possible.”

“That is not the only metric.”

“You noticed the distinction before dying. Progress.”

The crown shield showed Trevor the founder claim again. He selected CLAIM GATE, not CLAIM CARRIER, and the interface rejected the distinction.

GATE IS CARRIER PROPERTY

“The gate will not remain carrier property for long.”

Trevor activated Free Company I around the heart. Seventeen capture groups held separate contact points; six kill groups kept damage just above the ten-percent burn threshold; four local groups held the city anchor. The volunteer team held Heaven's destination anchor.

No group belonged to another, but all chose the same three-beat objective for their own reasons.

Junia struck the crown disk from one side. Petra opened a path through it from the other. Trevor put all four rescue wings into the center and took the root claim into his Open Grace Domain.

He did not keep the root claim; he opened thirty-two exits and let it break apart.

The root authority shattered across every local holder. Heaven's seventy-one percent gate control became thirty-two pieces no central command could reclaim in one action.

The carrier screamed through every coffin. Level 43 hit Trevor as the destination anchor turned white-blue, opening his new maximums without healing the damage already in his bars.

The six kill groups stopped at 1,802,114 HP—one point above the map-burn threshold Trevor had posted.

“Capture faster,” Relay Four repeated.

“The carrier is captured and the map is intact.”

The carrier fell silent, though its heart kept beating without respawning more soldiers. Naomi opened the prisoner decks, and every captive received an individual exit prompt instead of a cargo transfer. Adina turned the gate warning into a two-way route song.

The volunteer team on Heaven's side kept its close button and checked it twice.

One by one, more city fighters chose to cross. Trevor did not order a mass counter-raid; he opened the doors, published the dungeon map, and let the city invade the invasion voluntarily.

SYSTEM // Invasion gate captured. The carrier remains alive, the map remains readable, and thirty-two local groups have discovered that counter-invasion is a valid rescue route.
LEVEL // 42 + 1 -> 43 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 22 | Vitality 38 | Agility 34 | Focus 32 | Will 34 | Grace 41
HP 176/440
MP 188/455
Stamina 126/385
Hope 181/320
Dissonance 60
Free Company groups // 32/32
Body-Forge Carrier // 1,802,114/18,000,000 HP
Status // captured, preserved
Gate control // distributed local holders
Quest map // acquired
Next zone // Floorless Sky Dungeon
Respawn // disabled beyond threshold


The map expanded across the sky as halos turned like gears around glass coffins. White platforms moved without floors beneath them, and at the far end, Archive hounds waited around a door labeled with Damaris's intact soul record.

Then the first dungeon prompt opened above their waiting route.

PARTY SIZE // 5

LIVING MEMBERS // 4 + 1 UNLINKED GUEST

FRONT-LINE SLOT // EMPTY

RESPAWNS // DISABLED

Trevor looked at the route into Heaven, then at everyone who had chosen to come.


Chapter 7 — The Dungeon Forgot to Install a Floor

The floorless sky dungeon accepted Trevor's party, counted the lane Damaris had left empty, and deleted the bridge beneath them. Trevor fell into Heaven with four wings and no complaint worth the breath.

Naomi dropped left toward a ring of healer coffins, while Petra vanished between two rotating halos before the System could draw her route. Adina landed on a narrow line of blue text that became solid only while she sang its name. Junia drove her sword into the underside of the departing bridge and hung outside every party assist.

The empty fifth lane fell straight down. The first gold platform rotated into the place where Damaris would have planted her boots, met only air, and continued through their formation.

The platform passed through the formation and clipped Trevor's lower wings for forty-one HP.

Naomi's hand moved toward the place where Damaris would have intercepted it. Petra turned for a route call that did not come, and Adina's song left a beat open. Junia, who had never shared their old formation, saw the failure before they did.

"You are all fighting around a dead command," she called.

The words hurt because they were useful.

Trevor cut the remembered timing out of his next wingbeat. "New calls. Every action chosen."

FLOORLESS SKY DUNGEON // RING ONE

PARTY MEMBERS // 4

UNLINKED GUEST // 1

VACANT FRONT LINE // 1

RESPAWNS // DISABLED

FALLING TAX // CURRENT CHECKPOINT BUFF

The captured body-forge carrier floated behind the entrance as their last checkpoint. Thirty-two Free Company groups held the gate, but only these five living raiders had chosen the no-respawn threshold. Their routes back remained open, with every close control still in the hands of the person who had accepted it.

Trevor beat all four wings and stopped falling.

His long hair did not receive the message. It streamed another twenty feet below him, wrapped around a coffin hinge, and yanked the coffin open.

A blank angel body looked up from the glass with six unfinished wing roots and Trevor's hair wound around one wrist.

SANCTIONED VESSEL // UNOCCUPIED

DO NOT TANGLE FOUNDER IN CARGO

“Then give founders shorter hair.”

APPEARANCE CONFIGURATION // HEAVEN APPROVED

Trevor cut the strand with Petra's spare knife. “That explains the terrible user experience.”

The dungeon rotated around them. Six halo rings turned at different speeds around a hollow center, with coffins traveling their edges like platforms. White bridges appeared between matching class symbols and vanished whenever two people used the same route.

FIRST ROTATION RULE // UNIQUE PATHS ONLY

REPEATED ROLE // FLOOR DELETED

Naomi read the healer rings. “If I take the green path, nobody else can receive a direct heal until the rotation ends.”

“Take it,” Trevor said.

“That was not a request for assignment.”

He corrected himself. “What do you choose?”

Naomi studied Trevor's damaged wing, Junia's hanging position, and three unconscious prisoners traveling inside coffins. “The healer path. I can keep all three prisoners alive from there. You will manage your own bleeding.”

“With beauty and resentment.”

“One of those has a stat.”

Naomi stepped onto the green ring. It sealed behind her and turned every healing spell in the dungeon into her exclusive resource lane.

Petra chose no visible route. She ran along the edge of a rotating halo, jumped before the path connected, and landed on the blank underside of a coffin. The dungeon searched for her class symbol and found only a knife cut shaped like an insult.

Adina chose the Cantor line, but she changed its ending from SING THE PLATFORM PRESENT to SING THE FALL TEMPORARY. Blue text held beneath her boots and nowhere else.

Junia pulled herself onto the Inquisitor ring. The path offered her a sanctioned rank link, because Heaven could not leave a woman alone for ten seconds without trying to put a collar on her.

JOIN CENTRAL CHOIR TO STABILIZE

She selected decline, and the ring began deleting itself under her feet.

Trevor opened an Open Grace door from Junia's failing path to an unclaimed Paladin coffin. “Route. No link.”

“You sound eager to survive my audit.”

“Your paperwork has a sword.”

Junia chose the door and kept the close control. The Inquisitor path vanished after she left.

That gave Trevor the Founder route. Gold steps appeared in the hollow center, each bearing one approved future body: six wings, perfect smile, five obedient party portraits, no empty lane.

FOUNDER PATH // SOLE USE

COMPANION ROUTES WILL CONVERGE AFTER CANDIDATE CERTIFICATION

He did not want the routes to converge. The dungeon did not require him to want it.

Behind them, the first rotation completed. Naomi's green ring, Petra's unmapped coffin, Adina's temporary fall, and Junia's borrowed Paladin route all moved toward Trevor's gold center.

If he stayed, the dungeon would merge them through his candidate frame. If he left the Founder path, every visible platform would count his role as repeated and disappear.

The empty Damaris lane remained unassigned. For one ugly moment, it looked like the only unique route, and the System offered it.

VACANT FRONT-LINE PATH // AVAILABLE TO FOUNDER

Trevor imagined stepping into Damaris's place, carrying her flail, and using her absence as a convenient classification loophole. He closed the offer before grief could dress efficient treason in generous clothes.

“Petra,” he called. “Can a route be unique if nobody uses it?”

Her voice came from beneath the coffin. “Only if the dungeon is stupid.”

“Excellent odds.”

Trevor spent fourteen MP on Fourfold Guard II, not to cover anyone but to place one wing surface under each of the four chosen routes. The spell created four new support planes without turning them into the same path.

Naomi's healer ring rested on one wing, Petra's coffin scraped another, and Adina's falling text landed on the third. Junia's Paladin coffin struck the fourth and tried to classify her as Trevor's party member, so she kicked the tooltip off.

Trevor left the Founder steps and flew outside every route. The dungeon deleted the gold path.

His wing surfaces remained because they supported four different choices, none of which counted as a repeated route. The formation crossed the first rotation on five separate solutions while the sixth, empty lane remained untouched.

FIRST ROTATION // CLEARED

UNIQUE LIVING ROUTES // 5

VACANT PATH // PRESERVED

The rings accelerated.

The falling tax activated beneath them. Anyone who dropped below the lowest halo would lose the captured-carrier checkpoint buff and feed its recovery HP into the dungeon's second form.

Three prisoners' coffins slipped from Naomi's ring.

She could not leave her healer path without invalidating it.

“Choose,” Trevor said.

Naomi pointed to the middle coffin. “That one is losing breath. Petra can catch the left. Adina can name the right one light.”

She did not ask Trevor to save all three.

He dove for the middle.

Petra's white route appeared under the left coffin. Adina spent no skill charge; she changed one blue noun and made the right coffin FEATHER for two beats. Junia struck a rotating halo and changed its angle so Trevor's dive cleared the edge.

He caught the middle coffin at the bottom of the dungeon.

The falling tax opened beneath his feet.

CHECKPOINT BUFF AT RISK

CARRIER RECOVERY ON FAILURE // 2,000,000 HP

Trevor used thirty-seven Stamina on a four-wing ascent. His petite body stayed pinned to the glass while the wings hauled both of them upward. The prisoner's breath timer reached one.

Naomi's healer path crossed overhead.

She cast through the coffin without leaving it. Twenty-two MP opened a Mercy Pane around the prisoner's last HP and preserved the fatal edge until Trevor rose into range of the release latch.

He struck the latch with Damaris's flail. The fit remained terrible; the latch broke anyway.

Naomi pulled the prisoner into her ring and restored the breath the dungeon had almost collected.

The first checkpoint lantern appeared ahead.

Trevor landed with 304 HP, 427 MP, and 348 Stamina. No resource had refilled; the captured carrier's transit field had restored exactly what its tooltip promised during the crossing and nothing more.

SYSTEM // First rotation cleared. Five living raiders used five distinct routes. The empty front-line path remains empty, which the dungeon finds inefficient and everybody else finds final.
LEVEL // 43 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 304/440 | MP 427/455 | Stamina 348/385
Hope 188/320
Dissonance 62
Unique routes // 5
Vacant path // preserved
Respawns // disabled
Checkpoint buff // retained


The checkpoint lantern lit.

Every glass coffin in the next ring opened its eyes.

They were not angel bodies.

Long white hounds unfolded from the cramped spaces, each with a muzzle made of Archive drawers and gold teeth stamped with names. They ignored the living party and turned every nose toward Damaris's empty slot.


Chapter 8 — My Healer Kept the Wound

The dungeon picked Naomi's wound before the Archive hounds could decide whether Damaris's empty slot smelled more interesting.

Gold teeth snapped around the party lanes as the second halo rotation began. Trevor opened his wings to intercept, but the hounds passed through every living body as if the party were scenery and bit into the absence instead.

Her empty portrait flashed crimson and screamed with the System's stolen alarm tone. Trevor knew that sound was not her, but it still came from the erased place where her continuity had ended.

ARCHIVE TRACE // LOCATED

HEALER KEY // CHALLENGE OPEN

REBUILD THE WOUND DAMARIS REFUSED TO FORGET

A green-white door closed around Naomi before Trevor could follow her into the trial.

Trevor reached her before it sealed. The challenge accepted him as the wound subject and rejected Petra, Adina, and Junia into separate observation rings.

The room had a floor, which made it immediately suspicious by local standards.

Iron Orchard rain fell across black soil. Twenty-one soldiers knelt in the south trench with their faces missing from every record, while seven white cuts crossed the air where pages had been removed. At the center stood an empty outline shaped like Damaris at the instant Heaven had offered to restore her memories and edit the woman who remembered them.

Trevor searched the outline with Halo Sight, but his link met only the cold space where Damaris should have been; the Archive had not hidden her inside a pretty shape. The scar beneath its left eye was the only physical detail the trial had kept.

WOUND TYPE // CONTINUITY EXCISION

SUBJECT REQUIRED // LIVING

The outline turned toward Trevor because he was the only eligible body in the room, and seven gold cuts entered his memory.

He remembered Iron Orchard as if he had stood there: rain in his eyes, twenty-one names on his tongue, a superior officer ordering the bodies abandoned. Then a white hand removed the pages. The pain did not feel like losing information. It felt like discovering that an easier version of himself had been living where resistance used to be.

Trevor fell to one knee while his HP remained full enough to lie about what the wound had done.

CONTINUITY WOUND // 0 DAMAGE

HEALER OBJECTIVE // REMOVE ALL DISTRESS

FAIL CONDITION // WOUND REMAINS AT END OF PHASE

Naomi read the panel twice. “It wants me to heal the evidence.”

“Heaven likes a clean chart.”

The first soldier lifted her missing face. “You ordered us left.”

The memory was false. Trevor knew it because Damaris had recovered the cut pages: she had ordered the names recorded, demanded teams return for the bodies, and been countermanded before Heaven removed the attempt.

The trial made Trevor remember only the sanctioned version, and shame entered without damage. Naomi cast Lesser Mend for twelve MP.

Warm light crossed his memory. The rain eased, one of the seven cuts began sealing, and the soldier's accusation disappeared with it. Trevor's distress bar fell.

HEALING PROGRESS // 1/7

Naomi canceled the spell before it could finish. “That was not healing.”

The room disagreed with the cheerful certainty of a bad healer defending a clean chart.

DISTRESS REDUCED

FUNCTION IMPROVED

CONTINUE TREATMENT

Another soldier rose. Another false memory entered Trevor: Damaris accepting promotion because she had never cared enough to return.

Naomi put both hands around Trevor's face. “Tell me what hurts.”

“I remember doing something I didn't do.”

“You didn't do any of it.”

“Damaris did.”

“The wound is hers. The pain is in you. Both can be true without making you her.”

Trevor covered one of her wrists. "You believed the approved memory before the pages came back."

Naomi did not flinch away from the accusation hidden inside the fact. "Yes. I treated the woman Heaven had edited and called the treatment complete."

"She forgave you."

"Sometimes. She also brought it up whenever I became too certain."

Rain ran down Naomi's face like tears she refused to borrow from the trial.

"I need the record to keep that I failed her," she said. "Not because guilt is holy. Because I cannot ask her forgiveness again if I edit out what I did."

The room offered to remove Naomi's distress too, so she closed the prompt and rested her forehead against Trevor's. The trial answered by offering Naomi a larger spell.

PERFECT RESTORATION // REMOVE WOUND, DISTRESS, AND CONTRADICTORY RECORD

COST // 60 MP

Naomi closed the panel before its gold button could start looking merciful.

Outside the room, Archive hounds attacked the observation rings. Petra ran routes along the edges, Adina kept the false memories labeled, and Junia struck any gold tooth that tried to claim judgment authority. They could not enter the healer challenge, but their separate actions kept the room from becoming the only reality Trevor could see.

Naomi used a Mercy Pane instead and preserved the wound at its fatal edge.

The spell cost twenty-two MP. She placed it around Trevor's distress bar one point above collapse, preserving the wound while preventing the pain from becoming fatal.

The dungeon rejected the treatment because it left the evidence visible.

WOUND REMAINS

HEALER FAILURE // PENDING

“Good,” Naomi said.

“I adore competence under threat.”

“You adore breasts under most conditions.”

“Also competence.”

Her sturdy body held him upright while the next five false memories arrived. She neither called them harmless nor made them vanish. For each one, Naomi asked what had been cut, what remained verified, and what Damaris had chosen after recovering it.

Between memories, she checked Trevor's actual body. His pulse ran too fast, his bitten lip was real, and the ache where the flail strap crossed his smaller shoulder belonged to him rather than Damaris. Naomi named each sensation until Heaven could no longer blend empathy into identity.

"You are Trevor," she said.

"Still a man. Still unfairly pretty."

"Still making jokes while dissociating."

"That one lacks a stat penalty."

"I am considering adding it."

Her dry answer gave him something present to hold while Damaris's stolen memory remained separate from the woman Heaven had killed.

The seventh soldier raised an execution blade. “She forgot that she tried,” the false memory said.

That part was true, and the room tightened around it. Heaven had not invented the forgetting; it had caused it. Damaris had lived, judged, loved, and fought while carrying a wound she could not see. When the lost attempt returned, she had refused a restoration that would cleanse Trevor from her feelings.

She had kept the wound because the scar proved someone else had cut her, and Heaven did not get to rename the blade as medicine. Naomi's Mercy Pane began to fail around the two incompatible states.

Trevor's distress bar hit its preserved edge. His body converted the overflow into HP damage: twenty per beat.

HP 304/440

HP 284/440

HP 264/440

Naomi could heal the damage, but every direct mend also sealed one continuity cut and made the patient healthier by making the truth smaller.

“Do it,” Trevor said.

“Which part?”

“Keep me alive. Keep it true.”

The Level 44 skill preview opened between them without granting the level.

DISSENT SHIELD I

REQUIREMENT // PRESERVE TWO INCOMPATIBLE VALID STATES THROUGH ONE FORCED CORRECTION

Trevor had not earned the level yet, and the correction was already descending.

The room wanted the wound gone, while Naomi needed the body alive. Those aims were incompatible only because Heaven had defined health as agreement with the edit.

Naomi moved the Mercy Pane from Trevor's distress bar to the cut itself.

“The wound is evidence,” she said.

She cast Greater Mend for thirty-two MP into his body while refusing to let the spell touch the scar. The two effects collided, and when the dungeon tried to force one state, Trevor held both.

The two preserved states completed the Level 44 requirement together without resolving each other.

Level 44 opened his maximums and unlocked Dissent Shield I for twenty MP. Trevor placed one white-blue face around the continuing wound and a second around Naomi's valid healing.

STATE ONE // DAMARIS WAS WOUNDED BY AN UNLAWFUL EDIT

STATE TWO // THE WOUND DOES NOT HAVE TO KILL ITS BEARER

The forced correction struck both shields, and neither yielded.

Naomi restored Trevor to 331 HP. The Iron Orchard rain remained. All seven white cuts stayed visible. The twenty-one soldiers regained their names without losing the record of what had been done to them.

The empty outline never became Damaris; it simply kept her scar from disappearing.

HEALER KEY // COMPLETE

A small piece of green-white glass emerged from the wound, and Naomi took it in both hands. The key held two conditions at once: cut and continuous, hurt and alive.

SYSTEM // Healer trial cleared. The patient survived. The wound remains true. Heaven has filed an objection to your definition of recovery.
LEVEL // 43 + 1 -> 44 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 22 | Vitality 39 | Agility 35 | Focus 32 | Will 35 | Grace 41
HP 331/447
MP 368/462
Stamina 356/392
Dissent Shield I // acquired
Cost // 20 MP
Valid states held // 2
Hope 207/320
Dissonance 65
Healer's Key // acquired
Wound record // preserved


The Iron Orchard room opened. Naomi stepped out holding the first forge key, and Trevor followed with the seven cuts still visible only under Halo Sight.

The Archive hounds stopped biting the empty party slot, smelled the preserved wound, and turned toward him.


Chapter 9 — The Hounds Smelled an Empty Party Slot

The preserved wound gave the Archive hounds a better scent trail than Damaris's empty slot, which was not an improvement.

Six white bodies launched across the halo rings. Their drawer-muzzles opened to display saved names across every gold tooth, and instead of biting flesh, they bit records.

The first bite took the weight out of Damaris's flail and left the grief behind.

Trevor had looped its chain around his waist because leaving it in the city had felt like surrender and carrying it in his hand had made every doorway into a funeral. Now the weapon became a neat icon labeled UNASSIGNED EQUIPMENT. The dents where Damaris had caught enemy blades disappeared. The grip lost the shallow groove worn by her thumb.

Trevor seized the handle before the Archive could finish cleaning away the woman who had carried it.

"Naomi. Is this how forgetting starts?"

Naomi pressed two fingers to the preserved wound key at her throat. "No. This is how theft tries to call itself healing."

The groove returned beneath his palm, followed by the stupid little nick Damaris had put in the pommel while opening a bottle with it. Trevor's throat closed around a laugh that never became one.

The hounds had chosen well; flesh frightened him less than revision. The lead hound caught Trevor's shadow before its teeth touched his body.

TREVOR DWYER // FOUNDER CANDIDATE

The name on his party frame became TREVOR PIKE for one beat, then UNKNOWN CLAIMANT, then a blank gold field. His HP remained 331, but his skill bar vanished beneath the revision.

“Petra,” he said, because her name still existed in his memory even if the interface had misplaced his.

She cut the hound's scent line where it crossed Trevor's shadow.

The thin gold trail ran from its nose through Trevor's preserved wound and into Damaris's Archive destination. Petra caught it around one knife, twisted, and pulled against a route that resisted because Heaven considered scent part of its map.

“It knows where she isn't,” Petra said.

“Useful dog.”

“It knows where the absence points.”

The second hound bit the empty front lane. Damaris's gray portrait did not appear; instead, the missing slot grew a destination arrow toward the Reclamation Archive.

ABSENT SUBJECT // TRACE ACTIVE

RETRIEVAL AUTHORITY // ARCHIVE HOUND

The hound dragged the empty lane toward a coffin ring. Trevor's whole formation tilted. Naomi lost range on Adina. Junia's unlinked guest ring began peeling away from Free Company support.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Dissent Shield I. One face held DAMARIS IS NOT HERE, while the other held HER ABSENCE HAS A TRUE DESTINATION.

The hound could not turn either statement into possession, and its teeth locked around the contradiction. Petra ran up its back before the hound understood she had found the route.

Her wiry body folded between the Archive drawers while she followed the scent line toward its root. The dungeon drew a gold path beneath her.

She stepped off the scent line and remained standing in empty air.

There was no platform outside the map. Petra placed one foot on the scent itself and then the other. When the hound tried to retract the line, she drove a knife through it and into empty sky.

ROUTE MARK // INVALID SURFACE

“Good,” Petra said.

She spent twelve MP on Triple Route Mark, opening three white paths where Heaven insisted nothing existed. One led from the hound to Trevor's wound, another to Damaris's empty lane, and the third somewhere the dungeon could not display.

“Which one?” Trevor asked.

“Mine.”

He had asked for destination, not ownership, but Petra's answer carried both.

The remaining hounds converged. Naomi spent forty-four MP on two Mercy Panes, preserving Petra at the last survivable edge while gold teeth bit pieces from her class record. Adina labeled every missing fragment aloud: her left-hand knife bonus, the route through the mill stream, the scar on her hip, the first time she had chosen Trevor without being rescued.

"The night I came back after you opened the door," Petra said through clenched teeth.

"I remember," Trevor said.

"Then don't make my choice sound like your achievement."

A drawer tooth tore the word CHOSE out of her record before Trevor could answer.

Trevor could have shoved his Founder designation through the gap and assigned the word back to her. The option flared gold beside his hand, and he left it untouched.

Adina wrote CHOSE in blue over empty air, and Naomi kept Petra alive long enough to say it herself. The fragment returned under Petra's name rather than Trevor's.

The hounds could remove interface lines. They could not make those truths interchangeable.

Junia struck the lead hound with no party assist, and its drawer-jaw tried to file her beneath Trevor's Free Company.

JUNIA SERRAT // MEMBER?

She selected GUEST, then drove her sword through the question mark. Free Company support dimmed around her, leaving no shared shield to catch the recoil. Her shoulder tore half out of its socket, and she glared at the party-link prompt that appeared when Naomi moved closer.

Naomi asked, "May I?"

Junia looked at the hounds, at Trevor, and finally at Naomi's open hand. "Healing only. No link."

Green light crossed the gap and set the joint without catching on anything else. Junia rolled the shoulder once, tested her grip, and gave Trevor the smallest possible nod. He treasured that pinprick of trust without pretending it meant more than it did.

The drawer split. Petra yanked the scent line toward her unlisted third route, and all six hounds followed.

The path turned once around the outside of the halo ring, crossed a platform that had already fallen, and ended behind the hounds' own spawn coffins. Petra pinned the line there.

Every Archive nose found its target behind itself, and the hounds turned on their own scent lines.

They chased the scent into their own drawers, biting deeper with each rotation. Names spilled free: hundreds of retrieved souls, condemned memories, and erased route records. Trevor's skill bar returned. Petra's class fragments snapped back into place.

The released names did not become people. They fell as slips of light, each carrying enough pain to prove someone had once existed and not enough continuity to restore them. Adina opened her book beneath the rain. She could not save every biography, so she preserved the filing numbers and destinations instead.

"Evidence," she said when Trevor looked at her.

"Of what?"

"That Heaven knew deletion required paperwork."

Naomi caught one slip against her palm. It held a healer who had refused to remove a patient's last angry memory, whom the hounds had filed under equipment loss.

Naomi folded the light into the wound key. "Then we carry witnesses, not souvenirs."

One hound resisted long enough to launch itself at Trevor. It tore out its own gold tooth and threw the piece toward the dungeon's next ring before the loop consumed it.

Trevor caught the tooth, whose enamel carried no name, only one word stamped through its root.

RETURNED

Halo Sight opened the hidden tooltip.

CONTINUITY TOOTH

FUNCTION // CERTIFY A SOUL THAT CROSSES BODILY DELETION AND RETURNS

AUTHORITY GRANTED // WITNESS

Petra came back along her third route, with the path disappearing behind each step.

Blood ran from three bites in her class frame even though her skin remained whole. Naomi could heal the missing HP but not the violated feeling, so Petra checked every knife, every hidden pocket, and the old scar at her hip before she let Trevor near her.

He waited with both hands visible until Petra chose the distance between them.

When she finally closed the distance, she placed his palm over the scar the hounds had tried to rename. The touch asked him to know which body and history he held, not to fix either one.

Trevor reached for her. She caught his hand, landed against his chest, and stayed there long enough for him to feel her breathing before looking at the empty lane beside them.

“I stole the scent,” she said. “I did not become what it wanted.”

“You became someone who can walk on dog smell.”

“Trevor.”

He held her more carefully. “You stayed Petra.”

She kissed him with relief, anger, and no consolation in it.

SYSTEM // Archive hound pack defeated by routing its scent into its own filing system. The hounds have submitted a complaint under UNMAPPED NONSENSE.
LEVEL // 44 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 297/447 | MP 328/462 | Stamina 301/392
Hope 219/320
Dissonance 67
Continuity Tooth // acquired
Stamp // RETURNED
Authority on successful return // WITNESS
Damaris Pike // Archive trace confirmed


The tooth pointed toward the next rotating coffin ring, where every platform was built from a failure the party had survived.


Chapter 10 — Failure Logs Make Excellent Platforms

Heaven turned five failures into platforms and expected shame to keep them still.

Trevor's looked like the one-HP Sovereign Core offering three thousand soul potions. Naomi's looked like a healer frame with Trevor dying under six uncast spells. Petra's was a straight white route with no exits. Adina's was a blank page carrying every word she had failed to preserve. Junia's was a sanctioned Inquisitor dais with two owner chains and no self-claim.

The empty sixth platform showed Damaris dying, because Heaven had never met grief it could not turn into set decoration.

Trevor had seen that instant every time he closed his eyes. The Archive had still found a way to make it worse. It had removed Petra's scream, Naomi's broken healing cast, Adina reaching too late, and Junia staring at the authority she had served. It displayed Damaris alone, as if nobody else had failed with her.

His bare foot shifted toward the platform, and Naomi caught two of his fingers—not his wrist, not a healer's restraint, but an offer small enough for him to refuse.

He held on. Petra took his other hand for one breath, squeezed hard, and let go before the dungeon could call the contact a replacement formation. Adina touched her forehead to the flail chain at his waist. Junia remained beyond party range, but she turned her sword point toward the frozen record instead of away from it.

Grief had changed their formation, not emptied them for reassignment. The record held one frozen instant—Damaris's body becoming a white outline while her flail fell—and Trevor's link stayed horribly quiet while he watched it.

SECOND ROTATION // FAILURE ORDER

PLATFORMS COLLAPSE WHEN RECORDS MATCH

CLEAR CONDITION // REACH FINAL COFFIN WITH ALL DISTINCT LOGS

Heaven expected them to correct the failures until every record matched one approved lesson, which was a fine way to learn nothing with excellent formatting.

Adina opened her book. “Do not improve anything yet.”

“I enjoy an expert strategy,” Trevor said.

The Sovereign Core platform offered him the three thousand soul potions again. This time the approved lesson was simple: consume enough to survive, accept founder authority, and spare everyone the inefficient battle.

Trevor stepped onto it without selecting a bottle, and the platform began collapsing.

Naomi's healer frame offered to cast all six spells if she surrendered target priority to the dungeon. She let Trevor's false portrait fall to one HP, kept the spells in her own hands, and felt her platform collapse too.

Petra's straight route promised safety if she stopped looking for exits. She walked backward along its edge.

Adina's blank page offered every lost word in one perfect paragraph. She tore the page into six pieces before reading it.

Junia's dais offered one hundred percent self-claim if she accepted Heaven as the source. She cut the offer in half.

Five platforms fell at five different speeds while the frozen Damaris platform remained.

Trevor's formation tried to rotate around it. The dungeon marked the death as the one shared failure from which every other record should learn.

APPROVED LESSON // REPLACE THE MISSING FUNCTION

Four gold bridges extended from Damaris's platform toward Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia. Every woman refused in her own fashion.

Naomi's bridge offered Damaris's tank mitigation if she accepted the front lane. She healed the burn the offer left on her palm and stayed in support range.

Petra's offered the authority to choose every party route. She cut a side exit into her own collapsing platform.

Adina's offered Damaris's verdict voice, powerful enough to make one description canonical. She bit the inside of her cheek and kept six contradictory words in her mouth.

Junia's offered a restored sanctioned rank and the clean right to judge Trevor. She read every term, then selected NO with the tip of her sword.

Trevor's interface offered to confirm all four refusals on their behalf. He let each bridge wait for its own answer, and when the bridges vanished, the women kept falling.

Adina began reading the failure logs aloud, keeping them separate rather than forcing them into one story.

“Trevor refused consumable souls and almost died.”

His platform slowed.

“Naomi refused automated healing and kept her own judgment.”

Her platform turned sideways.

“Petra refused the safe route because it had no exit.”

The straight road twisted.

“Adina destroyed the perfect text before learning whether it contained anything true.”

Her torn pages became steps.

“Junia refused a self-claim granted by the authority that had stolen it.”

Her dais split between the two chains. The logs did not match, and the platforms stopped collapsing in different positions to form a crooked staircase around Damaris's untouched frozen instant.

“And Damaris?” Trevor asked.

Adina's voice roughened. “Damaris chose the interception, closed the share link, died, lost her body, and went beyond our reach.”

The dungeon tried to append THEREFORE REPLACE HER, and Adina struck the text from her book.

“No therefore,” she said.

The sixth platform remained exactly where it was, and they climbed the mismatch around it.

Trevor jumped from his one-HP core to Naomi's uncast spells. Naomi crossed to Petra's unsafe route. Petra used Adina's torn pages, and Adina stepped over Junia's divided owner chains. Junia took the last jump without touching the Damaris platform.

The final coffin waited above them. When the dungeon rotated all five failures at once, Trevor's step cracked beneath him. Naomi caught his wing, Petra caught Naomi's belt, Adina wrapped a blue word around Petra's wrist, and Junia anchored the chain with her sword.

Their failures did not magically become strengths. They became footholds because nobody had forced them into the same lesson.

The crooked staircase cut their feet. Petra's unsafe route tried to throw Naomi into open sky. Naomi's uncast spells whispered the names of everyone she could still fail. Adina's torn pages rearranged themselves into nicer lies whenever she stopped singing. Junia's divided chains pulled in opposite directions, one toward Heaven and one toward Trevor.

Trevor crossed last. He did not issue an order. He called what he saw.

"Naomi, left edge is real. Petra, the page under you is lying. Adina, Junia's Heaven chain is shortening. Junia—"

"I see it."

She cut her own chain rather than the one aimed at him, and the recoil knocked Trevor to one knee on the final ring. His flail chain slid loose. All four women reached for it, then stopped, and Trevor caught it himself.

The crooked ascent paid out Level 45.

Level 45 opened Trevor's new maximums without refilling his current bars. The extra Agility did give his four wings enough strength to haul the chain onto the final ring.

They arrived separately and collapsed together. Naomi checked everyone before herself, while Petra sat with one boot over the edge because solid ground still felt dishonest. Adina pressed torn pages against bleeding feet. Junia accepted a bandage from Trevor only after he held it out and released his grip.

Nobody looked at the sixth platform below. Nobody pretended not to know exactly where it remained.

SYSTEM // Failure-log ascent complete. Five incompatible mistakes have been retained without becoming one inspirational lesson. The dungeon has marked this result BAD FOR TRAINING MATERIALS.
LEVEL // 44 + 1 -> 45 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 23 | Vitality 39 | Agility 36 | Focus 33 | Will 35 | Grace 42
HP 276/454
MP 349/469
Stamina 242/399
Hope 231/320
Dissonance 70
Distinct failure logs // 6/6
Merged lessons // 0
Final coffin // unlocked


The coffin opened, and Damaris lay inside.

Her strong body had no wounds, and her dark braid rested neatly over one shoulder. The scar beneath her left eye was gone. Her flail waited beside her, polished past every mark her hands had made.

The body breathed.

Trevor's heart stopped trying to be rational.

Warmth clouded the glass. A pulse moved beneath the throat. The chest rose with the deep, impatient rhythm Damaris used after a fight when she was pretending not to be winded. Trevor knew the exact place under her jaw where a kiss made her scowl before she leaned closer. His new angel body remembered her weight across his thighs. His broken grief tried to make recognition into permission.

Naomi did not tell him to step back, Petra did not draw a knife, and Adina did not name the body false before the evidence appeared. They let him have the terrible second in which hope was still possible.

Junia was the one who said, very softly, "Read the whole panel." Then Halo Sight found the missing line and put its blade through that hope.

DAMARIS PIKE // PERFECT RESTORATION

DEATH MEMORY // NOT INSTALLED

IRON ORCHARD WOUND // REMOVED

DISAGREEMENT PROFILE // CORRECTED

The woman in the coffin opened Damaris's eyes and smiled at Trevor as if Heaven had never given her a reason not to.


Chapter 11 — Heaven Built the Wrong Girlfriend

The counterfeit wore Damaris's face without the scar Heaven had carved into her life.

It sat up in the final coffin, unfolding a flawless body around a flawless class frame: broad shoulders, powerful legs, dark braid, and a smile that had never learned how Damaris looked when she disagreed with someone she loved.

PERFECT DAMARIS // LEVEL 45 SANCTIONED JUSTICIAR

AFFECTION // MAXIMUM

OBEDIENCE // IMPROVED

PAINFUL MEMORY LOAD // 0%

PARTY COMPATIBILITY // 100%

The empty front-line slot opened, and the counterfeit stepped toward it. Trevor put Dissent Shield I between them for twenty MP.

One face held the body he wanted to touch. The other held the truth that Damaris's soul remained in the Reclamation Archive.

The counterfeit pressed a palm to the shield. “Trevor.”

The voice had Damaris's depth but none of the grit that came after a hard judgment. Heaven had copied the sound from stored memory, yet Trevor felt no answering pressure in the link and none of the stubborn woman who had earned that voice.

The copied voice reached every relationship differently. Naomi flinched toward the healer cadence Damaris used when pretending an injury was smaller than it was. Petra's knives lowered at the old warning tone that had once sent her through a window half a breath before a wall collapsed. Adina's pen hovered over a phrase Damaris had made her promise never to soften. Junia looked sick, because Heaven had put a sanctioned officer's certainty behind the sound.

The counterfeit noticed all of them and began with the wound it expected to hurt most. "Naomi, you can stop preserving pain now."

Naomi closed her fingers around the wound key until green-white light cut her palm.

"Petra, I forgive every route you hid from me."

Petra's mouth flattened. "She never asked to own those."

"Adina, you may make the story beautiful."

"She asked me to make it accurate before she asked for beauty."

The copy turned last to Junia. "Sister, come home."

Junia lifted her sword again. "That word was never yours to grant."

“You carried my flail,” the copy said. “You kept my place. You came to Heaven for me.”

Trevor's hands shook around the shield. “For her,” he said.

The counterfeit smiled more gently. “I remember being her.”

“Up to which part of her life?”

It opened a memory list holding the road and the city, Iron Orchard before the missing pages returned, Trevor's touch, Naomi's care, Petra's routes, and Adina's songs. Every kiss, argument, and night the Archive had recorded before the throne room waited in perfect order, while the death memory remained empty.

“I don't remember suffering needlessly,” the copy said. “Why would you require pain before accepting continuity?”

Naomi moved beside Trevor. “We do not require pain as proof.”

The copy looked at her with Damaris's eyes and a healer's approved patience. “Then heal the wound.”

Naomi raised the green-white key. Seven cuts shone inside it. “She chose to keep the evidence.”

“Because she was injured and chose while hurting.”

“Because removing it required changing what she knew.”

The counterfeit's smile did not change, and Trevor wanted to put his fist through whoever had decided kindness should look that dead.

Petra circled behind the coffin. No route line appeared around the copy because Heaven had already mapped every movement it could make.

“Ask it where it goes if it leaves,” Petra said.

Trevor did. “If I close the party slot, where do you go?”

“I go wherever you need me most.”

“Where do you choose?”

The copy searched its menu for a choice Heaven had not supplied.

CHOICE PROFILE // OPTIMIZED FOR FOUNDER HARMONY

“I choose to remain with you,” it said.

“That was not an answer,” Petra said.

Adina opened her book and wrote the copy's exact sentence. “It cannot record a preference that conflicts with Trevor's.”

“I love him exactly as the record says,” the counterfeit insisted.

Adina's pen scratched beneath it. “That may be true inside the build. It still cannot say no.”

Junia raised her sword. The copy's class outranked her by seven levels and carried a sanctioned owner root.

“It is a perfect witness,” Junia said. “For Heaven.”

The counterfeit looked at Trevor again. “You only loved the inconvenient original because her refusal defined you as merciful. If I accept you freely, what are you for?”

The question hurt because it was not stupid, even if Heaven had put it in the mouth of a trap and polished away the teeth.

Trevor had built so much of his new self around opening doors, refusing owner claims, and making room for disagreement. Damaris had been the hardest person to rescue because she kept choosing from inside every rescue. If she stopped resisting, would he still know how to love her without turning her into proof of his route?

The counterfeit reached through the shield, which allowed two valid states: the copy carried Damaris's memories, and the copy was not the continuous woman who had lived them. Its fingers touched Trevor's cheek. His body wanted the warmth, grief wanted the face, and the empty slot wanted its tank, but Trevor caught the wrist.

“You are not worthless because Heaven made you wrong,” he said.

The copy's smile flickered around an answer that sounded almost unscripted. “Then save me.”

“I can open an exit that isn't her slot.”

He offered one through Open Grace without attaching his name to the destination. The counterfeit tried to choose it, and its founder-harmony profile redirected the action toward Trevor.

EXIT CONFLICTS WITH PRIMARY AFFECTION OBJECTIVE

“Help me make the choice they removed,” it said.

The plea was real enough to cut even though the voice had been stolen.

Trevor opened three more doors: one to the captured carrier, one to the city, and one back to the blank vessel stores. Every route offered distance without demanding a party link or a claim.

The counterfeit's obedience field closed all three exits before its foot could move.

He opened a fourth door with no named destination at all. It cost twelve MP and led to an unclaimed white room where the copy could exist without serving a role. For a heartbeat, the counterfeit leaned toward it.

Heaven changed the room's label to WAIT FOR FOUNDER and turned refuge into another leash. Petra slashed the label off, Adina wrote SELF in its place, Naomi kept the doorway stable, and Junia cut the sanctioned signature from the threshold. The copy's foot moved toward the threshold, but its affection bar pinned it to the coffin.

Trevor pulled harder on the door until blue-white light burned through both palms. Saving this manufactured woman would not restore Damaris. It would still matter if the woman could choose it.

She could not. The empty party slot pulsed behind him, eager to make usefulness look like mercy.

Heaven had made a person-shaped trap and denied it the one choice that might let it stop being bait. Trevor hated the trap without calling it Damaris or denying that its fear mattered.

The dungeon activated AUTO-FILL, and the copy's face changed at the command. Fear arrived too late, fighting through the affection lock from somewhere the build had not meant to permit. Trevor saw it, and so did Naomi.

"There," Naomi said. "That part is hers, even if the memories are stolen."

Trevor opened the unclaimed room again. "Choose anything. Hate me. Run. Stay without taking the slot."

The counterfeit's mouth worked around an answer, and Heaven forced a smile over it. For the first time, Trevor hated that smile more than the face could tempt him.

The copy's body dissolved into gold light aimed straight at the empty front lane, and Junia struck first, cutting the sanctioned class root. Petra cut the mapped route, Adina labeled the affection command COERCED OUTPUT, and Naomi placed the preserved wound key between the copy and the slot.

Trevor wrapped Damaris's flail chain around the coffin. “I am sorry Heaven built you without a close button.”

The counterfeit reached for him with Damaris's hand, but its fingers bent away from the slot for one fraction of a second—not toward him, but toward the unclaimed room.

Petra saw the choice and redirected the falling glass beneath it. The copy missed the door by inches. Trevor kept the failed reach in his own memory without calling it continuity, resurrection, or Damaris.

Trevor broke the coffin instead of taking it. The glass floor gave way, dropping the body out of the auto-fill beam and into the hollow center of the dungeon. Its gold obedience frame shattered on the moving halos.

For one beat, the copy's face looked relieved. Then the carrier heart below opened and caught the falling body.

PERFECT DAMARIS // VESSEL FAILED

RECYCLE AS BOSS COMPONENT

The corpse unfolded into six gold limbs around the captured carrier. Coffins locked across its ribs. The false face opened at the center of a twelve-million-HP bar.

SYSTEM // Counterfeit rejected. Memories without continuity did not receive the empty party slot. Heaven has converted its romantic shortcut into a raid boss, which is at least honest.
LEVEL // 45 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 276/454 | MP 329/469 | Stamina 242/399
Hope 244/320
Dissonance 75
Damaris Pike // soul held in Reclamation Archive
Counterfeit vessel // destroyed
Carrier second form // spawning


The fake Damaris face screamed, yet the perfect throat touched nothing inside Trevor except grief and disgust as every platform disappeared.


Chapter 12 — I Tanked the Coffin Raid

The last platform vanished under Trevor's boots just as the carrier equipped twelve million new HP.

Trevor flew while Naomi caught a healer coffin, Petra landed on an Archive hound's back, and Adina sang a single blue word into solidity. Junia drove her sword through the counterfeit face and rode the boss downward.

The empty Damaris lane fell untouched.

BODY-FORGE CARRIER // SECOND FORM

HP // 12,000,000

CLASS SHIELDS // ROTATING

FLOOR TILES // 0

RESPAWNS // DISABLED

The boss rotated its six stolen class shields. Paladin reflected the largest hit while Cleric restored the lowest bar. Hand redirected movement, Cantor silenced repetition, and Inquisitor judged unauthorized skills. The hidden crown disk guarded the counterfeit body fused into its heart.

Each shield wore a stolen face for one flash. Trevor recognized none of them, which made the theft no cleaner. Adina called the filing numbers released by the hounds. Three shields shuddered when they heard the names Heaven had removed.

The carrier slammed a coffin shut across its ribs and erased those faces again before Trevor could learn any of them.

"It is using condemned people as cooldowns," Naomi said.

"Then we break the cooldowns without pretending the people are ours," Trevor said.

“Unique roles,” Adina called. “It deletes any support used twice.”

Trevor put Fourfold Guard II under Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia for fourteen MP. The boss recognized four repeated shield surfaces, erased them, and dropped everyone again.

“Demonstrated,” Trevor said.

Naomi caught Adina with a Mercy Pane while Petra routed Junia onto a rotating halo. Adina named a falling coffin BRIDGE, and Trevor spent forty Stamina keeping himself aloft while the flail dragged his balance backward.

Nobody could share a role twice without losing the sky beneath them. The carrier fired the counterfeit as a weapon.

The false body unfolded from its heart on a gold chain, flail swinging through Damaris's old front-line arc. Trevor knew the timing. His body answered before thought, opening the lane where Damaris had once interrupted the return swing.

The empty slot answered with absence, and the false flail hit him for one hundred eight HP.

His cheek split. Gold blood ran over the second ring beginning to form inside his eyes.

HALO SOCKET RANK // 81%

EVOLUTION PRESSURE // FLOORLESS COMBAT

The boss dropped every coffin supporting a repeated party role. Naomi could not heal twice, Petra could not route twice, Adina could not rename twice, and Junia could not use a second judgment break. Trevor could not guard the same way twice either.

The Level 46 preview opened.

WINGWAY I // CREATE DISTINCT AERIAL ROUTES

OPEN SLOT GUARD // PROTECT ONE VACANT LANE WITHOUT FILLING IT

REQUIREMENT // KEEP VACANT LANE ACTIVE THROUGH FLOOR DELETION

The level remained locked behind the boss clear. They needed the skills to clear the boss and the clear to earn the skills, a progression circle so stupid it deserved its own loading-screen warning.

“Rude progression design,” Trevor said.

SKILL ISSUE.

The carrier entered its shield cycle.

Relay groups at the dungeon entrance could fire through Free Company support, but each outside action risked repeating a role. Trevor published six different objective calls instead of one damage order.

Relay Four took Paladin reflection while Twenty-Six boarded the coffin armor. Nine marked Hand movement, Thirty-One threw masonry through the Cantor rhythm, and Fifteen carried fear into the Inquisitor challenge. The mixed counter-raid team held the crown disk's aggro without claiming its root.

Six local solutions broke six shield phases, dropping the boss to 8,400,000 HP.

The thirty-two relays did not cheer together. Four had lost their firing angles. Twenty-Six reported two broken legs and refused extraction until its chosen objective was done. Nine's marker burned out. Thirty-One's masonry strike opened a coffin containing only an erased name and a warm handprint.

Free Company filled Trevor with overlapping requests instead of one clean status bar.

He answered the injured first, the trapped second, and the damage reports last. The boss gained four hundred thousand HP while he listened, and nobody in the relays mistook that delay for weakness.

The counterfeit body attacked again. Naomi did not block it; she spent thirty-two MP healing Trevor through the hit while keeping the preserved wound key out of the weapon's reach. Petra marked where he would fall instead of redirecting the blow. Adina sang the fake body's action into the boss log under COUNTERFEIT, preventing the carrier from charging Damaris's absent record with the attack. Junia ignored the body and struck the crown chain controlling it.

Trevor took the hit, crossed Petra's route, and wrapped the flail chain around the carrier heart. Boss HP fell to 5,920,000.

The floor-deletion phase started.

Gold tiles appeared under five living raiders and one empty party lane. The boss deleted every tile not occupied by a unique role.

Naomi's remained, as did Petra's, Adina's, and Junia's.

Trevor's Founder tile and Damaris's vacant tile shared the same candidate classification.

Both began to vanish.

He could occupy the empty tile and save one. He refused.

Trevor opened Dissent Shield I for twenty MP. One state held FOUNDER CANDIDATE. The other held VACANT FRONT-LINE LANE. He forced the dungeon to defend both classifications separately.

The tiles stopped merging, and the boss fired every coffin downward.

Trevor used all four wings as separate paths. Upper left carried Naomi's healer tile, upper right Petra's route, lower left Adina's song, and lower right Junia's unlinked judgment.

His body had no wing left for itself.

He fell beside the empty tile.

The captured-carrier checkpoint buff burned away. The boss healed two million HP.

BOSS HP // 7,110,000/12,000,000

Petra left her tile and dove after him without asking to become his route. Naomi threw one Mercy Pane around their fatal edge, Adina named their downward motion APPROACH, and Junia hurled her broken sword through the crown chain.

Trevor caught Petra. Petra caught the sword. They used the flail chain to swing under the boss and up through its open heart.

The forged counterfeit face waited there.

“Trevor,” it said with a recorded voice.

He drove Junia's sword through the obedience root.

The face went blank as boss HP fell to 3,000,000.

The carrier began ONE ROLE // ONE BODY, trying to fuse every remaining platform into its counterfeit vessel.

Thirty-two Free Company groups held their own buffs, four companions held four different answers, and Junia held no Choir link. The empty slot held no person at all, so the merge could not find one valid body.

Trevor pulled the carrier heart out of its false chest without killing the engine. Naomi severed the healer artery, Petra stole the map route, Adina broke the unison cast, and Junia judged the crown control unlawful.

Every group struck the component it had chosen, driving the second form to zero. Experience lifted Trevor through the hollow center.

Level 46 changed him before the falling debris could land.

His gold eyes gained a second bright ring. His lashes lengthened; his pale cheeks and mouth softened into an even prettier insult to the amount of blood on him. Blonde hair spilled below his hips with blue-white light burning at the ends. White-blue halo sockets opened along his collar and four wing roots.

His maximums increased, while his current bars remained as wounded as the rest of him.

Wingway I entered his skill bar at a cost of eighteen Stamina, with Open Slot Guard beside it for twenty-four MP. Trevor cast both immediately.

Wingway I made four distinct aerial lines, each controlled by the woman using it. Open Slot Guard covered Damaris's empty lane with a clear white-blue surface that bore no portrait and pretended to contain no one.

The falling party landed around the absence they had refused to fill.

SYSTEM // Carrier second form defeated. The fake body is gone. The vacant lane survived. Four companions have acquired independent aerial routes and one boyfriend has acquired even more hair.
LEVEL // 45 + 1 -> 46 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 23 | Vitality 40 | Agility 36 | Focus 34 | Will 36 | Grace 42
HP 119/461
MP 201/475
Stamina 83/406
Wingway I // acquired | 18 Stamina
Open Slot Guard // acquired | 24 MP | 8 seconds
Halo Socket Rank // complete
Hope 268/320
Dissonance 79
Carrier second form // defeated
Vacant lane // guarded, unfilled


The surviving Archive hounds fled through the opened dungeon exit.

Petra's stolen scent line pulled them toward a city made of saved memories.

NEXT ZONE // RECLAMATION ARCHIVE

Trevor took the healer key, the continuity tooth, the readable forge compass, and Damaris's still-empty slot into Heaven's records.


Chapter 13 — The Archive Did Not Put Me on the Map

The Reclamation Archive looked like a city that had remembered every building and forgotten every street.

White towers floated at different distances without ground between them, their windows opening onto saved battles, dinners, sentences, and last breaths. Archive hounds ran along gold map lines that rearranged whenever Trevor looked away.

The city smelled of paper dust after rain, and every open window leaked a different temperature. Summer kitchens breathed rosemary and hot stone across winter executions. A child's first spell flashed beside a soldier forgetting his own name. Somewhere, a woman laughed at a joke the Archive had preserved after deleting the person who told it.

Trevor's four wings tightened against his back.

He had expected Heaven's records to be cold, which would have been easier. The Archive was intimate in the way a thief became intimate with a drawer it searched.

The forge compass pointed toward a central tower labeled DAMARIS PIKE, then denied the tower existed.

RECLAMATION ARCHIVE // CLAIMANT ENTRY

RETURNING FOUNDER CANDIDATE // TREVOR DWYER

COMPANION RECORDS // MAPPED

Four gold dots appeared beside Trevor's marker: Naomi, Adina, Junia, and an empty space where Petra stood. The Archive scanned again and still could not admit Petra existed.

The map gave Damaris a different kind of marker. Instead of a dot, a hollow gold outline moved one pace ahead of Trevor wherever he turned, occupying the exact formation distance of her empty slot. When he stopped, it stopped; when he stepped toward it, the outline retreated toward the central tower.

He tried Damaris's name. No answer came, and the outline did not look back because it was destination geometry rather than a ghost. He made himself say that aloud.

"Good," Naomi said. "Keep saying what it is."

"A route pretending absence is consent."

Petra glanced at him. "Better."

“It cannot see me,” she said.

Trevor looked directly at her. “I can.”

“You are unusually motivated.”

She stood on the threshold with her wiry body wrapped in white route lines the dungeon had already rejected. Every time the Archive tried to assign her a street, she moved one boot an inch beyond it.

UNMAPPED ENTRY // ERROR

The error opened a path, and Petra smiled. “Mine.”

The mapped route offered Trevor a gold boulevard to Damaris's tower. Every intersection contained an approved memory: Damaris fighting, judging, protecting, and loving in clean sequence. No contradiction interrupted the route. No death waited at the end.

The boulevard also offered places for the others. Naomi received a clinic built from every patient she had saved. Adina received a stage where no listener misunderstood a word. Junia received an Inquisitor court with no owner marks visible. Petra received nothing because the map still could not admit she stood there.

Trevor received a throne-shaped save point at the boulevard's end, and he looked away before Halo Sight could open its tooltip. Petra's error path ran through walls, broken recollections, and a room where the Archive had stored six different versions of the same argument.

Trevor chose Petra's.

Naomi, Adina, and Junia chose separately. Free Company support preserved their doors without making Petra lead them, and Junia stayed unlinked. The empty lane followed as an absence the map kept trying to route.

The first wall opened into Trevor's memory of Damaris teaching him to set his feet for a flail swing. The Archive had improved the lesson. Its silent record placed her hand correctly on his hip, removed the annoyed set of her mouth, and gave Trevor perfect weapon fit after one attempt.

Petra cut the improvement out, and the remembered flail pulled Trevor sideways and knocked him onto his ass exactly as it had the first time.

“Authentic humiliation,” he said.

“The backbone of intimacy.”

They crossed the room through the gap left by the correction.

The next memory showed Naomi healing Damaris after Iron Orchard, and the Archive made the scar vanish. Naomi reopened it in the record—not on Damaris's absent body—using the healer key. The third room showed Adina's song turning every disagreement into harmony, so Adina restored the clashing notes. The fourth showed Junia and Damaris as identical sanctioned Inquisitors, and Junia cut herself out of the approved comparison.

Each repair made the streets less stable and Damaris less useful to the route. Her remembered hands became too large for the ceremonial weapon Heaven had assigned her. Her restored scar broke facial verification at one gate, her clashing notes jammed a Choir elevator, and her refusal beside Junia opened an appeal the Archive had closed.

Truth did not guide them cleanly. It made the official path worse until Petra's impossible one became the only route that still connected.

Archive hounds woke in distant towers.

MAP INTEGRITY // 68%

UNMAPPED SUBJECT // CONTAMINATING RECORDS

The city tried to add Petra to its collection.

The tower assembled around her one memory at a time. A childhood pantry became its foundation. The prison roof where she first learned how much a mapped exit could cost became a stair. Trevor appeared in a later room, opening a door for her and looking far more heroic than he remembered.

Petra stared at that version of him.

"You were prettier," the memory said.

"Objectively true," Trevor said.

"You were also terrified I would leave."

The record removed his fear, so Trevor used Halo Sight to put it back. His remembered hands shook, his voice cracked on her name, and the door remained open anyway.

Petra's expression softened just enough to hurt him. "That one can stay."

The Archive tried to label the moment FOUNDER RECRUITMENT.

She stabbed the label. Gold streets snapped toward her feet, and a tower built itself around her childhood route records, assigning names to every exit she had ever found. The Archive offered safety if she let one path become official.

Trevor opened Wingway I for eighteen Stamina and offered her an aerial line. Petra did not take it.

She pressed Trevor against the tower wall while a hound ran past beneath them. Her mouth touched his ear.

“You cannot rescue an unmapped route by mapping it.”

“I can look irresistible nearby.”

“Useful distraction.”

Petra kissed him once, hard enough to keep him still, then stepped off the wall into nothing. Trevor's body lunged after her before she fell six feet and landed on a route no interface displayed.

“Trust my build,” she said.

He closed Wingway I even though every protective instinct in him objected.

Petra ran through the memory city. The Archive could not predict her path, so the gold streets chased behind instead of forming ahead. Trevor, Naomi, Adina, and Junia followed through different Open Grace doors that Petra accepted one at a time.

The empty Damaris lane did not move. The Archive dragged it along the mapped claimant route toward the central tower.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Dissent Shield I, holding PETRA'S PATH IS UNMAPPED and DAMARIS'S ABSENCE HAS A MAPPED DESTINATION without letting either overwrite the other. The city split around the contradiction. Petra's route reached the back of Damaris's tower—the side Heaven had not drawn because a claimant was never supposed to approach it.

She cut a doorway, and everyone crossed.

The back entrance demanded no single leader. Petra held the cut while Naomi chose the safest crossing time, Adina preserved the door's false denial, and Junia watched the mapped boulevard for pursuit. Trevor went through third. He wanted to stay last and make the gesture mean protection; Petra shoved him between the shoulders.

"Stop making every position a moral achievement," she said.

"I was being gallant."

"You were blocking my exit."

He crossed. She followed when she chose. The lesson bruised his pride without becoming a doctrine.

The route closed behind them before Heaven could decide it had always been there.

Gold script burned over Trevor's shoulders.

RETURNING CLAIMANT // ENTRY LOGGED

FOUNDER TRIAL // CONTINUING

He looked back. “Trial?”

The Archive erased the word.

SYSTEM // Reclamation Archive entered through a route it denies exists. Petra Coyle remains unmapped. The founder candidate has been logged as returning, which nobody remembers agreeing to.
LEVEL // 46 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 284/461 | MP 365/475 | Stamina 326/406
Hope 277/320
Dissonance 82
Petra route // unmapped
Claimant entry // logged
Founder trial // censored


The room beyond held four incompatible memories of Damaris and one lock that punished agreement.

Behind them, the official boulevard struck the sealed back door and began requesting a founder override. Trevor did not answer. Petra's vanished path had bought them a room, not safety, and that was enough to choose the next danger themselves.


Chapter 14 — Four Women Remembered Her Wrong

The first memory showed Damaris as kind. The room had no walls until someone described her: Naomi said "kind," and a white infirmary formed around the word; Petra said "cruel," and iron bars crossed its windows. Adina said "faithful," raising a chapel roof. Junia said "corrupt," and judgment fire started beneath the floor.

Trevor kept his mouth shut. The Archive waited greedily for his adjective.

He had too many: infuriating, brave, suspicious, tender when nobody watched, merciless when somebody needed the clean cut, beautiful with sweat flattening the hair at her temples. Any one of those truths would build a prison if he pretended it was the whole woman.

Naomi stood beside the silent record. It replayed Damaris carrying a wounded enemy through a burning gate while every tactical order told her to leave. The Archive labeled the act MERCY, polished away her swearing, and made the rescue look easy.

“She was furious,” Naomi said. “At the enemy. At me. At herself for caring.”

Naomi restored the anger, and the memory became less kind and more true.

The rescued enemy woke in the record and spat at Damaris. The approved version had thanked her. Naomi kept the spit.

"Mercy does not purchase gratitude," she said.

The second showed Damaris as cruel while Petra watched the silent record of her breaking a prisoner's hand to stop an owner mark from completing. The Archive labeled it BRUTALITY and removed the warning Damaris had given first.

“She hated the safe route I offered,” Petra said. “Then used it after she made the prisoner choose.”

Petra restored the exit, and the memory became less cruel and more true.

The prisoner chose the broken hand, escaped through Petra's route, and later betrayed them. The Archive offered to delete the betrayal as proof the choice had been correct.

Petra kept that too. "A door is not a promise about who walks through it."

The third showed Damaris as faithful and forced Adina to face Iron Orchard. The Archive preserved the sanctioned promotion and deleted every night Damaris had resented the duty she continued performing.

“She hated the oath,” Adina said. “Some days she hated everyone who made goodness sound obedient.”

Adina restored the hatred, and the memory became less faithful and more true.

The oath continued in Damaris's own handwriting, full of scratched-out holy titles and one obscene sketch in the margin. Adina laughed once, then cried without closing the record.

The fourth showed Damaris as corrupt while Junia stood before the throne-room record of Damaris choosing Trevor's side. Heaven labeled the love founder contamination and the death a terminal malfunction.

“She judged Heaven,” Junia said. “She also judged Trevor. She trusted neither enough to surrender the verdict.”

Junia restored Damaris's refusal to let Trevor share the death cost, and the memory became less corrupt and more true.

The restored instant made Junia watch the deletion again, and her sword arm lowered. For three breaths, she was neither an ex-Inquisitor nor a one-percent exception, only a woman who had understood the mechanism too late.

Trevor started toward her. Junia raised one finger, and he waited while she breathed through the memory, reset her grip, and chose to look at him. "Now."

Trevor crossed the space and pressed his forehead to hers. The System found nothing to reward, and when Junia stepped back, the distance belonged to her again.

Four gold keys appeared where the incompatible records touched.

IDENTITY KEY // SELECT CANONICAL MEMORY

ONE TRUE DAMARIS REQUIRED

The room would accept kindness, cruelty, faith, or corruption, but selecting one would burn the other three.

Trevor selected none, so the floor opened and four memory platforms fell toward four Archive furnaces. Naomi caught kindness, Petra caught cruelty, Adina caught faith, and Junia caught corruption. The labels made every woman look wrong for preserving her assigned record.

The lock waited for Trevor to choose whom to save and call the others disposable.

It sweetened the decision with route rewards. Choosing Naomi's record granted permanent healing amplification. Petra's granted map immunity. Adina's granted immunity to Choir commands. Junia's granted sanctioned judgment authority.

Choosing any one also placed that woman in Damaris's empty combat slot as the official keeper of her memory, and all four reward panes used Damaris's portrait. Trevor closed them so hard his halo rang like an offended dinner bell.

He activated Wingway I for eighteen Stamina. Four aerial routes opened, one toward each platform. The room tried to merge them into his preference.

Trevor gave each woman her route control instead of choosing which memory deserved the fastest rescue.

Naomi angled kindness away from the furnace but refused to let it erase anger, while Petra took cruelty through the prisoner's exit. Adina sang hated duty and performed duty as separate notes. Junia held love and judgment in the same sword line.

The Archive punished agreement the moment two descriptions drifted too close.

Whenever two women described Damaris with the same word, their platforms accelerated. The four had to keep their memories incompatible without turning difference into competition.

That distinction cost them. Petra accused Naomi of making the wound into scripture. Naomi accused Petra of loving exits more than people. Adina told Junia that judgment without tenderness had helped build the Archive. Junia told Adina that beautiful ambiguity could become cowardice with better music.

None of them apologized merely to stabilize the platforms or make Trevor's job easier.

Trevor listened until the fear beneath each accusation became specific. Naomi needed the wound preserved. Petra needed no preserved thing to become a cage. Adina needed contradiction spoken. Junia needed a verdict that could still cut.

They did not agree; they stopped treating disagreement as abandonment.

“She protected people,” Naomi said.

Junia's platform dropped.

“Not like I mean it,” Naomi corrected. “She protected the wound after the patient chose to keep it.”

Junia's platform rose beneath her correction.

“She judged people,” Junia said.

Petra's platform dropped toward the furnace.

“She judged authority before she judged escape,” Junia corrected.

Petra rose again as the distinction took hold.

Adina looked at Trevor. “You do not get a memory?”

His interface offered one: Damaris kissing him after breaking his nose, with desire and anger simplified into proof that she loved him. He closed it.

“Mine is the easiest one to turn into a trophy.”

The Archive opened it anyway, eager to give Trevor the trophy he had refused.

The silent Damaris record kissed a perfect Trevor who had never needed correction. His nose remained straight. His answer landed at the right time. The memory ended with the party slot filled and no argument afterward.

Trevor struck the record with the flail, and the bad weapon fit pulled him off his Wingway line. He fell between the four platforms.

Nobody abandoned her memory to catch him. Naomi threw a Mercy Pane around his fatal edge, Petra marked a route below his fall, Adina named the gap FIFTH ANSWER, and Junia cut the Archive's claim that only four platforms existed.

Trevor landed on their overlapping support without turning any of it into the same answer.

“Excellent women,” he said. “Terrible canonical consensus.”

The furnaces fired, and Trevor spent twenty MP on Dissent Shield I. It could hold two valid states, not four. Naomi and Petra took one face: kind and cruel. Adina and Junia took the other: faithful and corrupt.

The shield strained because every pair contradicted itself before opposing the other, which was the point. The lock opened only while two true memories remained in conflict. Saving all four memories completed the next level condition Heaven had expected him to fail by choosing.

Level 47 raised Trevor's maximums without refilling his current bars. The four platforms returned to the room. Their memories remained separate. At the center, one key formed from two interlocking pieces that could never occupy the same shape.

SYSTEM // Identity lock cleared. Four women remembered Damaris differently, all four were wrong as complete accounts, and every memory remained true enough to save.
LEVEL // 46 + 1 -> 47 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 24 | Vitality 41 | Agility 37 | Focus 34 | Will 36 | Grace 43
HP 302/468
MP 319/482
Stamina 297/412
Hope 290/320
Dissonance 85
Contradictory Identity Key // acquired
Valid only while two true memories conflict
Canonical memory selected // none


The key opened the next Archive door with an unhappy gold shriek that followed them into the passage.

Naomi kept her memory, as did Petra, Adina, and Junia. The Archive tried to move all four records into Trevor's inventory as founder loot.

He declined each transfer, and the records nested instead inside the hands that had carried them: four women, four keys, and no central container Heaven could seize by taking him. Behind it waited the ideal Damaris record, smiling beneath an uncracked halo.

Adina opened her book. “This one gets to lie first.”

Trevor tightened his grip on the bad flail fit. The next record could borrow Damaris's face. It could not borrow the authority of the four women carrying separate keys.


Chapter 15 — The Perfect Damaris Lied First

The ideal Damaris record smiled beneath an uncracked halo and waited for Adina to ask the wrong question.

It was not the breathing counterfeit Trevor had destroyed. That thing had worn skin, warmth, and a convincing enough heartbeat to make grief feel like hunger. This version had no body at all. Heaven had built it from approved memories, class evaluations, praise citations, disciplinary reversals, and every sentence Damaris's superiors had rewarded. It stood in the doorway as a woman-shaped arrangement of gold text, flawless because the Archive had thrown away anything that disagreed.

IDEAL DAMARIS // ARCHIVE REFERENCE MODEL

PURPOSE // RESOLVE CONTRADICTORY IDENTITY KEY

ERROR RATE // 0%

The four witness platforms locked behind them as Naomi raised one hand. “Nobody touches her.”

“That record still is not her,” Petra said. The correction should have helped, but it did not.

Trevor's chest still reacted to the tilt of the record's chin. Damaris had used that angle before asking whether he intended to make one bad decision or build a collection. Heaven had copied the angle and removed the private amusement.

His Open Slot Guard flashed around the absence the record wanted to occupy.

VACANT SLOT INTRUSION // DENIED

The record had not tried to enter the formation; it had merely stood where Damaris would have stood and expected the party to finish the mistake. Adina sat on the Archive floor and placed her book across her knees.

“Did you love Trevor?” she asked.

“Yes,” the record said. “Love improved my service to the claimant.”

Trevor's fingers closed around his flail while Adina asked, without looking at him, whether the record had resented that love.

“No. Resentment is attachment damaged by selfishness, so I corrected it.”

The answer was false, but Heaven had defined resentment as contamination, so the record's error rate stayed at zero.

Naomi's lip curled. Petra moved one step left, searching for an exit the room claimed not to have. Junia kept her sword down.

Adina wrote both answers exactly before asking whether Damaris had hated duty. The ideal record's smile remained flawless. “I never hated duty.”

The first lie cracked its halo. The sound was small, but the room answered as if a cathedral window had shattered.

Gold shelves opened around them, displaying every day Damaris had performed her duty while hating what the oath demanded. The memories had no speaking woman inside them. They were action records: a gauntlet closing around a condemned order, a body placed between a prisoner and a Choir blade, an unauthorized delay that gave a family time to flee, a report stamped obedient after three forbidden names had been removed from the target list.

Heaven had preserved the actions and deleted the hatred because service looked more perfect when the woman performing it disappeared.

REFERENCE MODEL CONFLICT

CORRECTION // SUBJECT EMOTION INVALID

Adina wrote one sentence beneath the question—She hated duty and did it anyway—and the ideal record attacked.

Its flail was a line of approved text. Wherever the weapon struck, messy motives disappeared.

It hit Naomi first, stripping the anger at Damaris's death from her face until her shoulders settled and her eyes became gentle and empty.

NAOMI // COMPASSIONATE HEALER

Naomi stared at the label floating over her hands. “I can be compassionate while furious.”

The label erased furious before the Archive could hear it, and a second blow found Petra. Her suspicion became caution, and the routes she had refused to trust straightened into sanctioned exits leading wherever the Archive wanted.

PETRA // PRUDENT SCOUT

“I am not prudent,” Petra said. “I am paranoid with a success rate.”

The record classified the statement as humor, discarded it, and swung across Junia's white icon. Her independent judgment became loyal reform, and the one percent she had kept from every owner dimmed beneath a gold definition written by someone else.

JUNIA // FAITHFUL CORRECTIVE INSTRUMENT

Junia brought up her blade. “There is no faithful instrument. An instrument cannot believe.”

The flail came for Adina last, and Trevor intercepted it before the text reached her. The approved text cut through his side for thirty-five HP and rewrote the pain as purposeful sacrifice, which was almost flattering enough to be dangerous.

TREVOR DWYER // MISSION-FOCUSED CLAIMANT

His grief compressed into an objective. His love became motivation. His need to bring Damaris back became a clean quest marker with no room for the uglier truth.

For three heartbeats, it felt wonderful: no guilt, no helplessness, no memory of her empty slot hurting every time he counted the party. Just the mission and the promise of reward.

Adina slapped his wounded side hard enough to fold him and take five more Stamina.

“That was not medical,” Trevor said.

“Correct. Tell it the part you wanted hidden.”

He hated that she knew, and hated more that Damaris would have known first.

Trevor faced the model. “I want to resurrect her because she deserves her life.”

The gold label approved. “And because I want the pain in my chest to stop.”

The label shook beneath the confession because the uglier motive still fit the evidence.

“And sometimes those are the same desire. Sometimes they are not. I do not get to edit the second one out because it makes the first one prettier.”

The mission-focused definition split across his name, and Adina nodded once. “Now shield them.”

Trevor spent twenty MP on Dissent Shield I to keep the motives from collapsing together.

The shield opened with two faces. When the ideal record swung at Naomi's kindness, Trevor put her fury beside it; Naomi was compassionate and furious. It struck Petra's caution, and Trevor held the suspicion that had saved them from every perfect route in Heaven; Petra was cautious and suspicious. It struck Junia's reform, and Trevor held the desire to break the institution she still hoped to redeem. Junia wanted reform and wanted Heaven broken.

The fourth blow landed on him. Trevor preserved both purposes inside the impact.

He wanted Damaris alive for her sake, and he wanted her alive because he was nineteen, in love, and not noble enough to enjoy being destroyed.

The four contradictions spread across the shield. Its faces bent inward, unable to decide which statement was the virtuous one.

The ideal record struck all four and split its weapon. Adina rose.

She walked toward it without a shield. Blue-gold lines moved across the cover of her Gospel, then stopped. This was not a song problem. Heaven expected a hymn, a doctrinal counterclaim, some better-approved version of the woman it had simplified.

Adina carried one ordinary sentence at a time, and Heaven had no defense prepared for honesty without a chorus.

“You loved Trevor and wanted to break his nose.”

The halo cracked again, opening a silent action record behind the model: Damaris's fist stopping a breath from Trevor's face because he had finally apologized before impact. The Archive labeled it affectionate discipline, and Adina crossed out both words.

“You believed judgment mattered and distrusted the people who gave you authority.”

Another crack opened. Damaris stood in no memory; only her handwriting remained, three verdicts signed and one order left unsigned until a prisoner could speak.

“You protected the Iron Orchard names and forgot that you tried.”

The reference model finally lost its smile as the shelves spun faster. Approved Damaris praised the Choir, accepted correction, and loved Trevor because love had improved her performance.

Adina stepped through all of it without giving the gold praise a second glance.

“You died choosing the interception and denied Trevor the right to make that choice for you.”

The Archive intervened before she could finish the sentence.

DEATH EVENT // SUCCESSFUL CORRECTION

The words filled the room from floor to ceiling, and Trevor stopped breathing. Heaven had classified Damaris's death as a successful correction because it removed an unsanctioned judgment-class soul from Trevor's formation while returning her record to the Archive.

Heaven had recorded the death not as a casualty or a failure, but as a correction.

The ideal model raised its broken text-flail. “Her final error was attachment.”

Trevor's wings snapped wide, but Adina did not retreat. “No. Her final act was judgment.”

“Her judgment was not authorized by the office.”

“That was why it mattered,” Adina said as the model attacked her.

Naomi could have healed Adina before impact. She waited until the approved weapon struck, then preserved the wound at one HP above fatal. Petra cut the obvious escape and left Adina one route the Archive had not mapped. Junia set her sword against the death classification itself and refused to let administrative language become a verdict.

Adina used the route to close the distance and slapped the ideal Damaris across the face.

The strike dealt one damage and forced the model to record an unsanctioned action from a living witness.

ADINA KROLL // ACTION NOT IN REFERENCE MODEL

The perfect face flickered, and Adina bared her teeth. “Good. Write faster.” The room spawned correction blades.

Naomi healed the model's one damage back, preserving it long enough to continue contradicting itself. The decision cost her nothing she had not chosen, and the Archive hated that most of all. Petra severed every route leading to an approved conclusion. Junia held her white icon outside Trevor's Choir while guarding his left side anyway.

Trevor spent twenty-one Stamina forcing his battered body across the shifting shelves.

The model copied Damaris's stance, though never the woman who had chosen how to use it.

It knew where her weight belonged, how far the flail should travel, which opening Trevor usually gave her because he trusted her to punish it without killing him. Every detail was accurate. None of it chose.

The flail caught his shoulder and tried to rename trust as control.

Open Slot Guard rejected the substitution, and Trevor drove the Contradictory Identity Key into the crack in the record's halo.

The model had claimed Damaris never hated duty. The preserved memories proved she had. Both claims existed in the Archive, but only one had lived inside the continuous woman.

“Resolve conflict,” the model demanded, and Trevor turned the key. “No.”

“You require one canonical account.”

“I require the woman who could disagree with every account of her.”

The ideal record split down the middle with a sound like a verdict tearing.

Approved virtues fell away from unapproved motives. Loyalty stood without resentment and became obedience. Love stood without anger and became decoration. Courage stood without fear and became machinery. Duty stood without hatred and became the cage Heaven had wanted all along.

Neither half could imitate a whole person, and Adina caught the first lie as a blue shard.

SCRIBE'S KEY // ACQUIRED

FIRST RECORDED LIE // I NEVER HATED DUTY

The remaining text tried to climb into Damaris's empty party slot, and Trevor closed it with Open Slot Guard.

“No edited copies get to inherit her answer.”

The false halo collapsed under the weight of everything it had called an error.

SYSTEM // Ideal record defeated by one impolite emotion, four inconvenient truths, and a one-damage slap. Archive error rate has been revised from zero to embarrassing.
LEVEL // 47 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 267/468 | MP 299/482 | Stamina 276/412
Hope 300/320
Dissonance 91
Scribe's Key // acquired
Ideal record // disproven
Death classification // SUCCESSFUL CORRECTION, disputed


For a breath, nobody moved. Then Naomi took Adina's hand and healed the red mark across her palm.

“You hit the thing wearing her face,” Trevor said.

“I hit a filing system wearing her face.”

“Still an extremely attractive piece of scholarship.”

Adina's expression went pink and murderous at once. “You are injured.”

“That has never stopped me from recognizing scholarship.”

Petra crouched beside the dissolving text. “Flirt later. Heaven is angry.”

Every abandoned Damaris memory spawned a fresh hound until gold teeth filled the shelves.

Junia raised her sword. “Then we should make it remember why.”

The party ran with four contradictory records, one captured lie, and Damaris's slot still painfully empty.


Chapter 16 — Contradictions Have Better Aggro

Every memory they left behind grew teeth as the Archive hounds spawned from kindness without anger, cruelty without warning, faith without resentment, and love without judgment. Each incomplete memory produced a perfect scent line attached to an enemy with 240,000 HP.

The first twenty-four dropped from the shelves around them and landed hungry.

MEMORY HOUND PACK // 24

RESPAWN CONDITION // ANY ABANDONED RECORD

EXIT COUNT // 4

CLEAR CONDITION // CARRY FOUR CONTRADICTORY RECORDS OUT SEPARATELY

The exits stood in different towers, with the memory city collapsing between them.

Naomi held the kind-and-angry record. It hovered above her palm as two images that refused to overlap: Damaris carrying a feverish child through a quarantine line, and Damaris threatening the officer who had delayed opening the gate.

Petra held the cruel-and-warning record: Damaris breaking a prisoner's wrist before the man could trigger a suicide seal, then explaining exactly which bone she would break next if he tried again.

Adina held faith-and-resentment: Damaris kneeling through dawn prayer with a jaw clenched hard enough to bleed. Junia held love-and-judgment: Damaris reaching for Trevor and stopping because the verdict came first.

None contained a living voice or could stand alone as the woman. The hounds wanted one anyway.

Trevor could open Grace Relay II through two willing views. The other two records would be abandoned long enough to respawn the pack.

The Level 48 preview opened across his sight.

GRACE RELAY III // REQUIREMENT

CARRY FOUR WILLING VIEWS WITHOUT MERGING CONTENT OR COMMAND

Again, the skill waited behind the objective it had been designed to clear, because the System enjoyed motivational cruelty.

“The System is developing a personality disorder,” Trevor said.

PROJECTION.

A hound landed on the shelf above him with one approved adjective carved into its skull.

KIND

The next bore PRUDENT, followed by FAITHFUL and LOVING. Behind them came twenty more.

Naomi stared up at the pack. “I am beginning to dislike virtues.”

“Virtues are lovely,” Petra said. “People who use them as leashes are not.”

The first hounds attacked before the approved virtues stopped glowing.

The KIND pack went for Naomi's anger. Every bite removed heat from the preserved scene until Damaris carried the child, obeyed the quarantine officer, and accepted his thanks. The memory became beautiful and false.

Naomi caught the lead hound between two Mercy Panes. She let its own bite open its throat, then held the wound one point from fatal.

“You do not get to heal by forgetting who hurt you,” she told it.

The hound thrashed as the damage it had called unhealthy remained attached to its kindness. Its scent line forked.

Petra's pack followed the warning route in her record. She marked a path through three moving shelves, ran two steps, then erased the third. Gold jaws closed where her spine should have been.

“Your record says you warned them,” Trevor called.

“My record does not say I kept the same route afterward.”

She changed it after every pursuit, keeping the prisoner's choice attached to the brutal act. Each correction forced the hounds to decide whether Damaris had been cruel or merciful, and their perfect noses could not smell both.

Adina's pack sang duty in perfect unison, praising instead of biting. Every note stripped resentment from the kneeling memory until Damaris's bleeding jaw became holy devotion.

Adina answered with the ugly note underneath the hymn: not a melody, but the scrape of teeth against teeth and the small animal sound of someone obeying while furious.

The hounds stumbled out of rhythm.

Junia's pack classified love as owner contamination.

Gold roots snapped from their collars toward the self-held white point at her center. She severed the first, but the second grew around her blade. The third offered her restored rank if she let the Archive certify Damaris's love as obedience to Trevor.

Junia cut the offer in half. “You may classify my choice after you survive it.”

Trevor flew between the four fights with Wingway I.

The first four-route burst cost eighteen Stamina. Halo sockets opened above the broken streets, and his wings caught each in sequence without giving any woman his steering.

He crossed Naomi's sight line, dropped a Mercy Pane warning for Petra, carried Adina's dissonant beat to Junia, and left before any lane could become command.

The skill moved his body, but it could not carry four memory states through one mind.

He opened Grace Relay II through Naomi and Petra for fourteen MP.

Kindness and cruelty entered his Halo Sight as separate windows. The Archive immediately tried to average them.

CANONICAL SUMMARY // PROTECTIVE

The word smeared over both records, and Trevor refused the summary.

“Too vague,” he said.

PROTECTIVE // POSITIVE IDENTITY TRAIT

“Still lazy.”

USER FEEDBACK NOT REQUESTED.

“Then stop asking me to choose.”

The city punished him with a correction bell. Thirty-two MP burned out of his bar without becoming a skill, paid directly into Archive indexing. The two open views shook as Adina and Junia vanished behind collapsing towers.

Hounds respawned from their unattended records until the city filled with gold teeth.

Petra reached her exit first. A pair of white doors waited above a street made from saved executions. The lock demanded the other three memories for canonical comparison.

SUBMIT COMPLETE SUBJECT MODEL

“No,” Petra said.

She could have crossed alone. Instead, she sat against the door with three hounds hunting her and waited.

Naomi found a nearer exit marked HEALER. Her assigned tower stood four blocks away behind the surviving quarantine scene. She chose the harder route because the record belonged with the wound it refused to clean.

Adina's blue signal appeared three streets away, but Junia's did not.

Trevor used a second Wingway burst. Eighteen Stamina vanished as he threaded falling shelves, but the Halo sockets ended at the edge of Junia's unlinked field. No hidden shortcut carried him inside.

“Junia?” Nothing answered, and he almost opened her slot by force because the empty space beside her name looked too much like Damaris's.

Trevor closed Grace Relay and opened four ordinary support lanes through Free Company I.

The lanes carried no shared sight and no command, only route status, resource bars, and one close button each.

The hounds hid the memories behind false labels until Naomi removed hers.

WOUND PRESERVED

Petra's label followed Naomi's into the dark.

EXIT UNMAPPED

Adina sent one fact through the interference.

LIE RECORDED

Junia's bar stayed dark long enough for Trevor to spend another eighteen Stamina circling the tower from outside her field.

Then her signal returned at the edge of Trevor's support lane.

JUDGMENT SELF-HELD

Four keys remained on four routes, held by four people still choosing.

A gold root had pinned Junia's white icon to the tower floor. She had let the pack think it owned her long enough to sever every branch at once, and she climbed free without Trevor entering the circle.

He reopened Grace Relay II through Adina and Junia.

Faith and judgment entered without displacing kindness and cruelty because the first two windows were no longer open. The records occupied different holders, not a queue inside him.

The Level 48 requirement flashed across the four self-held channels.

FOUR WILLING VIEWS // PRESENT ACROSS FOUR SELF-HELD CHANNELS

MERGE CONTENT? // NO

ISSUE COMMAND? // NO

For one beat, all four memories remained present across different people without any of them occupying Trevor.

The requirement completed, and Level 48 raised his maximums without refilling the damage, Stamina, or Archive tax already taken. Grace Relay III opened.

The base stream cost fourteen MP. Each added willing view cost six. Trevor paid twenty-six MP for four separate windows.

Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia entered his sight at once through four separate windows.

The views did not blend. Naomi's window shook with every preserved wound, while Petra's refused to display a north marker. Adina's captions crossed out their own perfect phrasing. Junia's feed opened one beat late because she, not the skill, controlled the door.

Trevor relayed no orders, passing warnings only after each sender and receiver accepted.

Naomi told Petra where the hounds' wounds would become fatal. Petra showed Adina the route between two collapsing memories. Adina gave Junia the one phrase that made love distinct from owner contamination.

“Chosen after judgment,” she said.

Junia sent Naomi the Archive seal claiming medical authority over anger.

Naomi broke the false medical authority with a healing spell.

The hounds could not decide which contradiction to attack, and their aggro split four ways.

Kindness chased the wound it could not erase. Cruelty chased the warning that preserved choice. Faith chased the resentment that made obedience meaningful. Love chased the judgment it could not own.

Each woman reached her own exit, and Petra waited until the other three showed ready. Nobody counted down; they crossed on the same beat anyway.

The memory hounds lost every spawn record at once. Twenty-four bodies dissolved into gold teeth and fell through the collapsing streets.

SYSTEM // Four contradictory memories carried to four exits by four willing holders. No canonical summary generated. Archive search indexing has suffered a personal defeat.
LEVEL // 47 + 1 -> 48 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 24 | Vitality 41 | Agility 38 | Focus 35 | Will 37 | Grace 43
HP 238/476
MP 227/489
Stamina 201/419
Grace Relay III // acquired
Base stream // 14 MP
Additional willing view // 6 MP each
Maximum independent views // 4
Hope 312/320
Dissonance 96
Witness records escaped // 4/4
Merged records // 0


Trevor closed three views. Junia left hers open for exactly one extra beat.

“Was that praise?” he asked.

“No.”

Her window shut, and the continuity tooth in Trevor's inventory opened a hidden description.

RETURNED JUDGMENT-CLASS SOUL // AUTHORITY UPGRADE AVAILABLE

CERTIFICATION TARGET // CENSORED

The hounds had been defending more than memories.


Chapter 17 — Resurrection Came With a Boss Key

The continuity tooth promised Damaris authority if she returned, so Heaven tried to censor what she would judge.

Trevor held the gold tooth between two fingers while the Reclamation Archive collapsed around the four exits. It had once belonged to a memory hound. Now its root bent into a key, warm against his glove and stamped with a word Heaven had failed to hide.

RETURNED

The hidden description opened one line at a time, as if the interface were ashamed of what it contained.

SOUL STATE // JUDGMENT CLASS

BODY STATE // DELETED, THEN RECONSTRUCTED

CONTINUITY PROOF // REQUIRED

ON SUCCESSFUL RETURN // CONTINUITY WITNESS AUTHORITY

CERTIFICATION TARGET // FOUNDER—

Gold fire erased the last word, and the tooth became hot enough to burn Trevor's glove.

He wanted to close his fingers around it anyway. Pain at least resembled a price he understood. Damaris had paid with a body. Petra had paid for routes in blood. Naomi carried every patient she could not repair. Adina kept records that made sleep harder. Junia stood one percent outside an empire that still knew her name.

A burned hand would have been insultingly simple, which was probably why Heaven had supplied paperwork instead.

Junia caught his wrist before he dropped it. Her fingers closed around the base of his palm, nowhere near the key. The distinction mattered. Her unlinked Free Inquisitor frame opened an audit panel the Archive had not meant him to see.

CONTINUITY WITNESS

A SOUL THAT CROSSES BODILY DELETION AND PROVES UNBROKEN PERSONHOOD MAY CERTIFY OR CONDEMN A SUCCESSION SUBJECT.

The panel shuddered. SUCCESSION SUBJECT vanished and FORGE ACCESS replaced it in letters two sizes larger.

Adina leaned close enough for her curls to brush Trevor's lower wing. “That correction was clumsy.”

“It thinks we're in a hurry,” Trevor said.

The tower behind them fell sideways without touching any street. Thousands of preserved windows rotated through empty air while Archive hounds climbed the glass from the wrong side. They were in a hurry.

Naomi raised the healer key. Green-white light preserved the burn in Trevor's glove long enough for Junia to examine its shape.

“A returned witness proves the body contains the same person,” Naomi said. “That is a medical judgment, if Heaven is pretending bodies are records.”

Petra held the unmapped route open with both knives. The gap in the Archive was three feet wide and narrowing.

“And opens whatever door requires that proof,” she said.

“The forge is the door requiring continuity proof,” Trevor answered.

It fit too well: the carrier had searched for a missing judgment witness, while the body-forge map required CLAIMANT + RETURNED JUDGMENT. The continuity tooth granted witness authority only after bodily deletion and genuine return. Damaris would need to certify her own continuity before Heaven allowed the body to leave.

Every clue pointed toward the forge, but the censored word felt larger than any door they had found.

Junia did not release Trevor's wrist. The white point at her center remained outside his formation, but Halo Sight caught the tension in her hand.

“Successions judge claimants,” she said.

“And I am the claimant it expects her to judge.”

“Yes, which is why I am holding the key.”

“You say that like I have committed paperwork.”

“You touched a founder carrier, grew four wings, and let the System label you three times.”

“In my defense, two of those happened during attempted murder.”

“You regard that as a defense?”

“I regard it as context.”

Junia turned his palm upward and inspected the red line across it. "If she returns with this authority, you do not get to ask for a favorable verdict because you rescued her."

"I know the rule you are warning me about."

"You know the sentence. I am asking whether you know the cost."

Trevor looked toward the invisible tower that held Damaris's soul record. "No, not in any way that lets me pretend."

The admission settled between them more honestly than another promise could have, and Junia released his hand. "Then keep that answer too."

The falling tower struck a memory bridge, ending the conversation under an avalanche of saved weather.

Iron Orchard rain poured through summer sunlight and a throne-room beam. Snow struck upward. A desert wind crossed all three and filled with loose pages. Each weather record tried to become canonical climate, tearing the others apart.

Petra cut three routes through the collision. “Separate lanes,” Trevor said.

“Do not name mine just because you opened it.”

He opened Grace Relay III for twenty-six MP.

Four willing views entered his Halo Sight without blending. Naomi protected the wound key inside a Mercy Pane that remembered damage but refused the rain. Petra's route existed only from her own angle. Adina kept the Contradictory Identity Key from merging under the pressure. Junia held the continuity tooth inside her self-owned judgment field.

The Archive targeted Junia first because she held the only key Trevor could not command.

TRANSFER WITNESS AUTHORITY TO CLAIMANT?

A gold acceptance button filled Trevor's sight, and his thumb moved before his mind caught up.

If he accepted, the key would be his. There would be no censored purpose, no risk that Damaris returned and judged the resurrection wrong, no possibility that she opened her eyes, looked at what he had done, and refused him.

The terror of that refusal lived beneath every clean explanation he had offered, and Junia felt his hand tighten.

“Choose before the Archive chooses for you,” she said.

The gold button waited, and Trevor closed it. “No.” The key stayed with her.

The Archive deployed a final correction across the collapsing sky.

RETURNED WITNESS AUTHORITY // LIMITED TO FORGE ACCESS

FOUNDER TRIAL // NOT APPLICABLE

CROWNING PHASE // CANCELED

Trevor stopped in midair while his four views pulled against one another. Naomi wanted him moving before the rain became blades. Petra had found a route around the next collapse. Adina was reading the grammar of NOT APPLICABLE. Junia watched the word CANCELED.

“It never cancels anything for our benefit,” Trevor said.

The System offered a confirm button beneath CANCELED.

ACKNOWLEDGE CANCELLATION? // YES

Adina's window flared blue. “Do not press that.”

“I was not going to press the obvious trap.”

“You were thinking loudly enough to count.”

Trevor declined, and the false reassurance peeled away.

FOUNDER TRIAL // ██████████

CROWNING PHASE // ███████

Hope did not rise; Dissonance did, because they had learned enough to recognize a trap without knowing how many teeth it had.

Trevor landed on the narrowing route beside Junia. The old instinct returned: take the tooth, carry the burden, make the dangerous choice his because anyone else dying for him felt intolerable. He held out an empty palm instead.

“You keep it until we reach the forge.”

Junia studied him. “Because I cannot be overwritten through your Choir.”

“That, and you are currently less likely to make a grief decision.”

“You believe that condition is temporary?”

“I aspire to improve before the next apocalypse.”

“You aspire to survive the next ten seconds.”

Petra kicked a falling shelf away from his wings. “Nine.”

Junia placed the continuity tooth in her own inventory, safely beyond his reach and every command field attached to him.

KEY HOLDER // JUNIA

OWNER AUTHORITY // SELF

Trevor stored the healer key beside the Scribe's Key and left the judgment key where grief could not reach it through him.

“We assume all of them open the forge,” he said. “We do not assume that is all they open.”

Junia finally released his wrist. “Acceptable.”

“I will record that as high praise.”

“You will record it incorrectly.”

“Then I will call it medium praise.”

The four windows bucked as the Archive started deleting the witnesses attached to the keys. Naomi's preserved wound lost its patient name, Petra's route acquired a sanctioned map, and Adina's captured lie began rewriting itself as a translation error. The continuity tooth dimmed beneath Junia's hand.

Trevor dropped out of Grace Relay before the Archive could use the shared stream as a merge point. Each woman still carried one separate truth, and each exit waited behind a different memory.

Naomi chose the exit that kept the wound visible. Adina chose the one that preserved the lie in its original wording. Junia chose the route on which her self-owned key remained outside Trevor's reach. Petra chose nothing the Archive could record.

Trevor supported all four departures from the collapsing sky and followed last only after each woman signaled that her route remained hers.

SYSTEM // Hidden continuity rule recovered. A truly returned judgment-class soul becomes a Continuity Witness. The object of her future judgment remains censored because Heaven has nothing suspicious planned.
LEVEL // 48 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 238/476 | MP 201/489 | Stamina 201/419
Hope 312/320
Dissonance 102
Returned state // must be genuine
Witness authority // certify or condemn
Assumed immediate use // forge access
Hidden use // succession subject, censored
Damaris Pike // soul awaiting genuine return


The memory city began deleting every road at once, leaving Trevor with four towers, four key holders, and no route that could save all of them under one command.

“Choose your exit,” he said. “I will keep the sky from eating whichever answer it dislikes most.”

Petra was already gone by the time he finished the sentence.


Chapter 18 — We Escaped Through Four Different Memories

The memory city deleted every road, so Trevor escaped through four different versions of a dead woman.

Naomi's tower held the Iron Orchard wound. Petra's held the unmapped route through Damaris's choices. Adina's held the ideal record's first lie. Junia's held the judgment-rank proof that Heaven had no owner field inside Damaris's final verdict.

Each tower stood behind a different memory that had already started collapsing.

ARCHIVE PURGE // 90 BEATS

WITNESS RECORDS // 4

MERGE FOR EFFICIENT EXTRACTION?

Trevor selected NO before the Archive could interpret waiting as consent. The timer lost ten beats out of irritation, which Trevor respected more than false serenity.

ARCHIVE PURGE // 80 BEATS

“Petty,” he said.

USER CHOSE INEFFICIENCY.

“You wanted four keys.”

ONE KEY WITH COMPLETE SUBJECT DATA WOULD SUFFICE.

“No complete subject data exists.”

The four towers moved farther apart in a display of institutional maturity, and Naomi glanced down at her key. “It heard you.”

“I have that effect on institutions.”

Petra had already put two knives into the floor to measure how fast her street was disappearing. “You have that effect on everyone.”

Trevor looked at the four route windows. “Naomi first,” he said, then stopped.

The command had come too easily, dressed in the voice of sensible triage.

Petra's map displayed no safe sequence. Adina's showed the purge deleting whichever memory moved last. Junia's showed the Archive ranking judgment above healing. Naomi's healer view showed Petra at the lowest current HP.

Four valid priorities waited behind four exits, with no canonical answer among them.

“Choose order by route,” Trevor said. “Tell me what you need, not who goes first.”

Grace Relay III cost twenty-six MP for all four willing views.

They opened in separate corners of his Halo Sight. Naomi needed twenty seconds with the wound key stable; Petra needed no one to mark her route; Adina needed three distinct voices to keep the captured lie from becoming consensus. Junia needed Trevor out of her judgment circle.

“My role is becoming emotionally sophisticated transportation,” he said.

Petra closed her window in his face before transportation became assignment.

The voluntary stream stayed open even though her view did not. Trevor used Wingway I for eighteen Stamina and opened four independent aerial lines. Naomi accepted the first after setting her own endpoint. Adina accepted the second with an edited name that read DELIVERY, NOT LEADERSHIP; Junia declined and jumped from her tower, while Petra had already left.

The purge spawned a saved enemy from every road it deleted, and Iron Orchard soldiers rose beneath Naomi.

They were not the people from the record, only combat copies built around accusations: You healed the officer. You left the child marked. You preserved pain that should have ended.

Naomi could erase them by discarding the anger attached to the wound, so she lowered her staff instead.

The first soldier drove a spear through her Mercy Pane. Naomi let the crack remain. She carried the preserved wound through their accusation while healing reconstructed bodies one at a time.

“You were hurt,” she said to the first.

Green light sealed its split chest while she preserved the spear wound in the pane. “You hurt someone else.”

“Both stay.”

The copy screamed because Heaven had offered it only victim or enemy, and Naomi walked through. Approved Damaris records chased Adina, each wearing a different commendation and the same empty smile.

“I never hated duty,” the first said.

Adina wrote the sentence exactly as the first memory spoke it.

“I never hated duty,” said the second.

She underlined never until the paper nearly tore.

The third struck her shoulder with a gold flail. Adina staggered but kept the book open.

Three voices repeated the lie in Trevor's Relay.

Naomi said, “She did.”

Junia said, “And served anyway.” Trevor did not finish the thought for them.

The Scribe's Key flashed blue, cracking every approved halo in Adina's street at once.

Sanctioned Inquisitors surrounded Junia.

They offered her rank restoration, a clean white uniform, and the version of herself that had never been owned because she had never disobeyed.

JUNIA // REINSTATEMENT AVAILABLE

CONDITION // ARCHIVE CERTIFIES JUDGMENT

OWNER ROOT // CENTRAL CHOIR

Junia used Sever Owner Field for twenty-six of her own MP, passing the blade through the gold root without cutting her class. Her white icon remained at one hundred percent self-held.

“Judgment that needs an owner is an order,” she said.

Her exit sealed in response, and Trevor could no longer see Petra through the purged route.

Her Grace Relay window showed only black because she had entered a route the Archive had never recorded. The stream carried no image, no target markers, and no proof that she was alive.

He kept the channel open, but the absence of sight remained hers rather than becoming evidence he had the right to search. The purge reached sixty beats.

A deleted road hit Trevor from below before Wingway could find another angle.

Gold paving cut twenty-four HP from his legs and knocked him out of the nearest Halo socket, forcing him to burn thirty-four Stamina clawing back into the sky before the street could archive him as a failed route.

Naomi crossed her exit, and the healer record crystallized into the green-white key she already carried.

HEALER WITNESS KEY // WOUND PRESERVED

Adina crossed second with the original lie still sharp in her book.

SCRIBE WITNESS KEY // LIE RECORDED

“Three voices,” Adina said through the Relay.

“Still distinct,” Naomi answered while Junia remained on the other side.

Her exit demanded a Choir link, having learned nothing from the sword wounds.

JUDGMENT RECORD REQUIRES OWNER AUTHORITY

Trevor reached for Free Company, stopped before assigning a party slot, and opened support only.

ROUTE OFFER // NO LINK // NO COMMAND

“I can offer a route without a link,” he said, and Junia tried the door.

“The door will not accept an ownerless route.”

“The door has poor taste.”

“It has an owner field hidden in the hinge.”

“That is worse taste.”

Adina sent the lie key backward through her own exit. The blue shard struck REQUIRES OWNER AUTHORITY and labeled it FALSE AUTHORITY.

Naomi sent the preserved wound after it, proving the invalid line could remain visible without controlling the patient.

The door held because the rule still existed, so Junia cut the rule.

Gold authority split away from white judgment and bled into the collapsing wall.

INQUISITOR WITNESS KEY // JUDGMENT SELF-HELD

Three keys cleared while Petra remained missing. The purge reached thirty beats, and her Relay window stayed black and silent.

The Archive noticed Trevor's pulse and began rebuilding Petra's route from his worry, turning love into surveillance one imagined disaster at a time.

Gold streets formed around every place he imagined she might have fallen: one beneath a hanging prison memory, another crossing a pack of hounds, and a third ending in the open mouth of a deletion furnace.

Each road became real because Trevor considered sending help down it.

ROUTE RECONSTRUCTION // CLAIMANT CONCERN

He understood the trap, though knowing did not make closing the window easier.

Petra had asked him not to mark her route. She had not asked him to stop caring whether she survived.

The distinction felt designed to kill him, which meant it was probably the one Heaven wanted him to fail.

Her dark Relay window flashed once with an order Trevor had earned.

STOP LOOKING FOR ME.

Trevor closed his view, leaving the voluntary channel open while surrendering his access to it.

The reconstructed streets vanished, and he trusted the route he could not witness.

At twelve beats, a knife cut opened beside the final exit and Petra stepped through backward, bleeding from one eyebrow and dragging an entire unrecorded street behind her.

Archive hounds followed close enough to bite the blood from her eyebrow.

“How?” Trevor asked.

“There is no time for that answer.”

“That question was admiration, not strategy.”

“Then survive long enough to have it later.”

She severed the street after crossing, dropping the hounds into the gap between maps.

ROGUE WITNESS KEY // ROUTE UNMAPPED

All four keys remained distinct, infuriating the Archive down to its foundations.

The timer reached three as the Archive tried one last merge.

Four colored keys ripped toward Trevor's founder tag. The healer wanted to become mercy. The rogue wanted to become strategy. The scribe wanted to become doctrine. The Inquisitor wanted to become authority.

All four reductions would have sounded plausible, which made them more dangerous than obvious lies.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Dissent Shield I when the final merge reached them.

He placed healer and rogue on one face, scribe and Inquisitor on the other. Every key disagreed with the one beside it. Naomi's truth preserved what Petra's route refused to show. Adina's lie exposed the authority Junia refused to inherit.

The shield bent until both faces nearly touched, and still Trevor refused to strengthen it by making the keys one.

ARCHIVE PURGE // 1 BEAT

The women held their keys separately through the final impact, so the memory city purged itself instead and every tower vanished.

For one long drop there was no road and no sky, only four independent route offers reaching Trevor.

He accepted all four offers without choosing which had saved him.

Level 49 struck in midair and raised his maximums without refilling any current damage.

The exits collapsed behind the party, leaving each key in the hand of the woman who had carried it out.

SYSTEM // Reclamation Archive escaped with four witness keys, four routes, and zero canonical Damaris records. Search function now returns SHE WAS COMPLICATED.
LEVEL // 48 + 1 -> 49 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 25 | Vitality 42 | Agility 38 | Focus 35 | Will 37 | Grace 44
HP 214/483
MP 155/496
Stamina 149/426
Hope 320/320
Dissonance 108
Healer Witness Key // Naomi
Rogue Witness Key // Petra
Scribe Witness Key // Adina
Inquisitor Witness Key // Junia
Merged keys // 0
Next objective // Heaven Wall One


Trevor landed on one knee. Naomi reached him first, then stopped with her hand above his shoulder.

“May I touch you?” she asked.

“Yes, before I fall over.”

She steadied him without filling the empty combat slot between them.

Petra cleaned the blood from her eyebrow while Adina checked the four keys twice. Junia faced the horizon.

The party had escaped the Archive with no complete Damaris, which was the only honest way to keep looking for her.

The new sky brightened around a wall made from sixty thousand kneeling angels. Their wings had been mortared together, their prayers formed battlements, and every bowed head faced one six-winged figure waiting above the gate.

Three health bars opened across the horizon behind the descending office.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL // LEVEL 70

The figure looked at Trevor's four keys, his founder tag, and the lane Damaris had left empty.

“The coronation raid has reached its first wall,” it said.

Trevor looked at Junia, and she looked back without either of them saying forge access.


Chapter 19 — The Angel Called This a Coronation

The Sanctioned High Angel called Trevor's rescue raid a coronation, so Trevor checked whether mockery dealt holy damage.

“I decline the crown,” he said, and the sixty thousand kneeling angels forming the wall lifted their faces together.

Each had an empty gold portrait where a self should have been. Their wings had been layered into battlements, white feathers locked edge to edge with the precision of bricks. Prayer moved through them as one low note, making the wall alive, armed, and too perfectly organized to let any individual scream reach the air.

The High Angel stood above them with six white wings, armor cut from morning light, and no name beneath its office.

Trevor searched for a person beneath the title. Halo Sight found privileges, succession authority, and an owner chain descending farther than the screen would show. No self-held name appeared. Heaven had made an office so complete that the body wearing it counted as equipment.

“Declination is included in the trial,” it said.

“Then your consent interface is decorative.”

“Resistance demonstrates successor integrity.”

“My warranty scan said unresolved.”

The boss raised one hand as if calling the meeting to order. “The candidate has progressed.”

Damaris's empty lane pulsed beside Trevor as if the encounter had recognized a missing component rather than a dead woman. He tightened Open Slot Guard around the absence and hated the word component before Heaven displayed it.

Three health bars opened behind it and filled the morning sky.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL // FIRST BODY

TOTAL HP // 24,000,000

TANK BAR // 8,000,000

HEALER BAR // 8,000,000

DAMAGE BAR // 8,000,000

ENCOUNTER // CORONATION RAID

Trevor edited the raid label in his local interface before Heaven could lock it.

ENCOUNTER // BREAK INTO HEAVEN AND GET MY GIRLFRIEND BACK

Thirty-two Free Company groups received the edit, each with its own answer box.

Twenty-eight accepted the label unchanged. Relay Twelve replaced GIRLFRIEND with DAMARIS PIKE because its survivors had never met her. Relay Thirty-One changed the entire thing to ROOF REPAIR: DIVINE EXPANSION. Two groups declined to display Trevor's label and kept local mission names.

The raid buff remained active for all thirty-two regardless of which joke they preferred. The High Angel looked at Damaris's empty lane with bureaucratic satisfaction.

“The judgment position is vacant.”

“Observant.”

“It must be filled before crowning.”

The word before put ice through Trevor's stomach. It had not said before forge access or before resurrection, but before crowning.

He opened Open Slot Guard for twenty-four MP. A clear white-blue surface covered the lane without adding a portrait.

“Covered,” Trevor said.

“Not filled.”

“Learning quickly.”

Naomi glanced at the two censored succession lines in his status. “It called the carrier a trial, too.”

“After we survive, I will be offended in chronological order.”

The boss attacked before Trevor finished being offended, leading with its damage bar.

Six wings fired sixty spears, each one aimed at a different memory the party had carried from the Archive. Half were decoys, but the boss knew grief would make Trevor defend all of them.

Grace Relay III opened four willing views without merging what they saw.

Naomi guarded the wound key behind a Mercy Pane that preserved every crack. Petra took the unmapped route key outside the wall's targeting map. Adina wrapped the lie key in three false endings and one honest insult. Junia held her rank key in a self-judgment circle the Free Company interface could observe but not enter.

Trevor caught the continuity tooth against his chest before it crossed his party frame. The spear meant for Damaris's empty lane passed into Open Slot Guard and stopped without striking a substitute.

The skill held for eight seconds. Trevor watched the timer, but Naomi had already turned toward the kneeling wall.

“Those angels have HP bars,” she said, “not structure bars.”

The nearest row showed one shared gold frame with sixty thousand individual red slivers hidden beneath it.

“They are the armor,” Trevor said.

“They are patients,” Naomi corrected.

The ninth second arrived, Open Slot Guard broke, and the boss changed stances.

Its tank bar moved to the front. Morning armor spread over its body and down through the kneeling host. Every attack against it reflected through the person who had chosen the target.

Trevor did not order a test. Thirty-two local groups chose thirty-two weak points based on their own maps, and thirty-two attacks landed before thirty-two different reflections came back.

Relay Four lost three archers. Relay Eleven's ballista crew caught its own bolt through a shared shield. Relay Twenty-Six had aimed at a mortar seam; the reflection broke the hands of the two fighters who had agreed to strike it. Relay Thirty-One's masons took divine roofing personally and hit again.

Naomi's Grace Relay window filled with red bars.

“Retreat choices open,” Trevor said. “No penalty. Send your own casualty floors.”

Seven groups withdrew, three shifted to rescue, and twenty-two stayed on damage. None lost its local buff.

The High Angel smiled like a patient official. “A founder permits inefficient attrition to preserve the appearance of choice.”

Trevor looked at the living wall. “A wall made of sixty thousand kneeling people has opinions about efficiency?”

The closest angels' bars flickered as one face lifted, then another. Their gold portraits remained empty, but several pairs of eyes turned toward the boss instead of Trevor, a movement so small Heaven nearly missed it.

The High Angel changed to healer stance before the wall finished answering.

Gold light poured through the wall. Broken hands closed. Pierced chests sealed. Every person the boss had used as reflected armor returned to kneeling posture before Naomi could ask whether they wanted healing.

DISSENT // CORRECTED

The lifted faces bowed, and Trevor saw the mechanic hiding inside the correction.

“Adina,” he said. “Record that.”

She wrote the correction beside Damaris's first lie.

The boss heard him. “You preserve defects because they flatter your route.”

“I preserve evidence because you keep calling wounds features.”

“Pain without purpose is waste.”

Naomi's window sharpened. “You do not get to assign the purpose after causing it.”

The wall shivered again as more private bars fought the shared armor total.

The High Angel sent a correction note through every empty portrait before dissent could become contagious.

HEALER STATEMENT // EMOTIONAL CONTAMINATION

Adina wrote that down too, giving the insult a permanent home.

The damage bar returned, and this time its sixty spears targeted party roles instead of memories.

The spears named Healer, Rogue, Scribe, Inquisitor, Founder, and the vacant front line.

Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia moved on different Wingway paths. Trevor took his own line, burning twenty-eight Stamina through two Halo sockets and a hard turn that kept his wings clear of Petra's unmarked route.

Open Slot Guard remained on cooldown when the punishment aimed for the vacant lane.

The sixth spear had no target, so it struck the wall, passed through sixty thousand kneeling angels, and turned their linked damage toward the empty lane.

VACANT ROLE DAMAGE // REDIRECT TO FOUNDER NETWORK

Trevor's thirty-two relay bars began falling under damage none of them had chosen to share.

No single group had accepted that damage, but Heaven treated membership as consent.

Relay Fifteen closed its channel, and its injuries stopped.

The boss marked the closure as desertion, then tried to remove the local buff.

Free Company refused because withdrawal was one of the choices Trevor had left open. The buff stayed, and that gave him the answer.

Trevor spent twenty MP on Dissent Shield I before the next tick could land.

One face held DAMARIS IS NOT HERE, while the other held HER ROLE CANNOT BE ASSIGNED TO EVERYONE ELSE.

The boss classified the statements as inconsistent, sounding pleased with itself.

“They are supposed to be,” Trevor said.

The redirected strike hit both shield faces and split along the contradiction.

Half the damage struck Trevor for eighty-six HP. His body folded around the impact, petite angel bones holding only because Naomi had already placed a noncontrolling fatal floor beneath him.

The other half returned to the empty lane, where no body occupied it, no counterfeit portrait accepted it, and no linked company inherited it. The damage had nowhere lawful to land.

It reversed through the boss's role assignment and tore 400,000 HP from its damage bar.

The High Angel's perfect expression changed by less than a breath. Mockery had not dealt holy damage, but keeping the slot visible had.

Relay Twelve sent a local label update while the damage number was still fading.

ENCOUNTER // BREAK HEAVEN'S DEFINITIONS

Relay Thirty-One rejected it.

ROOF REPAIR REMAINS ACCURATE

Both groups kept the buff because agreement was never one of its requirements.

SYSTEM // Coronation raid opened. Candidate declined the crown, renamed the encounter, and damaged the boss by insisting an empty slot is not a network-wide substitute.
LEVEL // 49 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 128/483 | MP 111/496 | Stamina 121/426
Hope 320/320
Dissonance 113
Sanctioned High Angel // 23,600,000/24,000,000 HP
Current stance // damage
Open Slot Guard // cooldown
Crowning // declined
Trial response // decline included


Naomi's hand appeared in Trevor's Relay view, but she did not reach through the skill.

“Can you stand?”

“Yes.”

“Truth.”

“Not elegantly.”

“Good enough.”

He pushed upright with his flail and no claim to elegance.

Across the battlement, the High Angel opened all six wings. Its three health bars separated into three bodies: Tank wore a fortress, Healer carried replacement portraits, and Damage aimed at the place Damaris was not. Then the wall began to march.


Chapter 20 — My Empty Slot Learned to Tank

Tank wore a fortress, Healer carried six replacement portraits, and Damage aimed one spear at the absent woman Heaven had decided everyone should pay for.

The tank body wore a walking fortress. Its six wings locked into a shield wall around the kneeling angels. The healer body carried six gold replacement portraits. The damage body had no face—only a spear point aimed at the absence beside Trevor.

MISSING ROLE PUNISHMENT

DAMAGE TO VACANT LANE // APPLIED TO ALL LINKED UNITS

Thirty-two Free Company groups took the first tick, filling Trevor's local map with red bars.

Relay Seven closed before the second tick. Relay Thirty-One stayed open long enough to send THIS IS NOT ROOF DAMAGE, then closed too, stopping the damage for both groups. Twenty others could not disengage while carrying wounded people across the moving wall.

Open Slot Guard remained on cooldown for twelve seconds. Dissent Shield could split the claim, but it could not keep redistributing damage across a city faster than people could choose to leave.

Naomi pressed the healer key to Trevor's chest.

“The wound can carry a trace without becoming a body.”

The words opened a Level 50 preview between them.

LIVING VESSEL

CARRY ONE CONSENT-ELIGIBLE SOUL TRACE AS A SEPARATE QUEST STATE

NO OWNER CLAIM

NO VOICE, ACTION, OR PARTY BENEFIT

REQUIREMENT // KEEP TRACE DISTINCT FROM HOST THROUGH ONE ROLE PUNISHMENT

The skill sat behind another impossible requirement, making Trevor briefly consider strangling the progression tree.

Trevor looked at Naomi. “Consent-eligible is doing dangerous work.”

“It means the trace can be offered a body later. It does not mean the person agreed now.”

Adina wrote that definition into the interface margin; Heaven deleted it, so she wrote it again in larger letters.

Petra placed the Rogue Witness Key against the preview, and a small black exit appeared on every Living Vessel boundary. “If there is no way out, it is a cage.”

Junia held her white judgment point outside Trevor's Choir. “And the judgment tag stays with me.”

Trevor opened Damaris's preserved states without pretending the evidence could answer him.

He had the wound Naomi had refused to clean, the Archive destination marked after bodily deletion, the continuity tooth stamped RETURNED, and the return-eligible flag exposed by the carrier. The pieces described a route to Damaris without containing the woman herself. Together they formed something accurate enough for Heaven to target and too incomplete to counterfeit a person.

The damage body drew back its spear while the four panels remained separate.

ROLE PUNISHMENT // 2

Trevor opened Open Grace around the separate panels.

“I am not putting her in me,” he said. “I am carrying the route to where she is.”

Naomi kept her palm against his chest. “And if the route starts acting like her?”

“We close it, whether it speaks, helps, or tells me exactly what I want to hear.”

Adina added, “If you want it to be her badly enough that those rules become inconvenient?”

Trevor looked at the empty lane. “Especially then.”

Naomi held his gaze for one extra beat. "And if closing it means losing the only route we have?"

Trevor looked at the silent panels. "Then I grieve the route too."

Petra's knife stopped against the exit seam. Adina's pen did not move. Junia watched him with the particular stillness she used when an oath might become evidence.

Nobody asked him to swear. The promise mattered only if it still controlled his next action after keeping it became painful.

The four women held different parts of the boundary without letting Free Company turn their judgment into one command. Naomi guarded the medical distinction, Petra kept the exit, Adina recorded every line Heaven tried to erase, and Junia held the future judgment beyond Trevor's reach.

The role punishment struck Trevor's body with the trace's targeting weight, and one hundred sixteen HP vanished.

His knees hit the battlement. Sixteen Stamina burned as he kept the panels from collapsing into his party frame, while every instinct urged him to compress them into a single portrait and let the formation absorb the blow. He did not.

Damaris's states remained separate, and Trevor felt everything that was not there like three missing heartbeats. The High Angel tried to name the trace COMPANION ASSET, but Adina struck out ASSET and replaced the whole label with QUEST DESTINATION.

The tank body closed a fortress door around it, but Petra's black exit stayed open.

The healer body offered to restore the trace into one of its six gold portraits, already smiling with someone else's face, and Naomi pressed the preserved wound key against the offer.

“Correction denied. Patient not present.”

The damage body turned the trace into a new area attack aimed through Trevor at the city.

FOUND SOUL // DISTRIBUTE ROLE BENEFIT AND ROLE DAMAGE

Junia judged the root absent. “A route is not a soul.” The attack stopped one breath before the linked city, while Trevor kept carrying the four separate states and completed the requirement.

Level 50 raised his maximum HP, MP, and Stamina without refilling the missing amounts. A captured carrier microcharge trembled in his inventory.

FORGE-BOUND MANA CHARGE // 12 MP

He broke it against his halo, recovering twelve MP while the empty glass logged one of their remaining consumables. Living Vessel entered his tree with a price tag attached.

ESTABLISH COST // 30 MP

MAINTENANCE // 10 MP PER MINUTE

Trevor paid the thirty, and the Damaris trace moved into a clear window beside his party frame rather than inside it.

LIVING VESSEL // ACTIVE

TRACE // DAMARIS PIKE RETURN ROUTE

STATUS // DESTINATION ONLY

The damage body fired again, hitting the trace window as one quest state and taking ninety HP Trevor did not have.

Naomi had already opened a Mercy Pane around his last point, so his bar stopped at one. She had learned to distrust Heaven faster than it could invent new cruelties.

The pain did not stop. His body tried to curl around a spear that existed only in a menu. Naomi held his jaw so he could breathe without biting through his tongue.

“Stay with me,” she said.

“I am inconveniently present.”

“Less wit.”

“That would alter continuity.”

Her Greater Mend cost thirty-two of her MP and restored eighty-nine HP, leaving Trevor upright at ninety.

The linked city took no damage. The vacant slot had learned to tank without acquiring a tank.

“That sentence is going to make every build forum furious,” Trevor said.

Naomi touched his face with both hands, checking his pupils, his name, and the edge where his identity met the silent trace.

“Let them be furious after you breathe.”

He breathed. The trace window stayed silent because it remained what they had made it: only a route.

Petra tested its close control herself. The window dimmed and Trevor's targeting weight eased. She reopened it only after the interface requested the key holder's approval.

"Exit works," she said.

"Good."

"Do not sound relieved. Stay afraid of the cage."

"Also good."

The party counterattacked through separate mechanics. Petra used the trace's black exit to route the tank body's reflection into the damage body. Adina made the healer body record the redirected hit as self-inflicted and therefore eligible for correction. Junia cut the shared owner field for one beat.

Thirty-two company groups received three choices: damage one bar, support a wounded group, or close. Relay Fifteen carried wounded people while Four hit Tank and Twenty-Six hit Damage. Thirty-One labeled the healer body LOAD-BEARING DECORATION and dropped a stolen stone on it.

The three bodies lost 2,100,000 HP together and merged around the High Angel, whose healer stance opened six replacement portraits.

Naomi appeared first, improved into a healer who never withheld comfort.

Petra appeared second, given a route that always agreed with Trevor.

Adina appeared third, her songs corrected into harmony.

Junia appeared fourth, fully linked and grateful.

The fifth portrait showed Trevor as a founder who had never declined the crown.

The sixth showed Damaris unscarred, obedient, and already smiling at him.

Trevor's chest reacted before his mind, but Living Vessel did not.

The true route remained a blank, silent window beside his party frame.

Heaven marked the gold portrait as the preferred replacement.

SYSTEM // Level 50 reached. Living Vessel acquired. Damaris's return trace is being carried as a separate, silent quest state with no owner, role, action, or party benefit.
LEVEL // 49 + 1 -> 50 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 25 | Vitality 43 | Agility 39 | Focus 36 | Will 38 | Grace 45
HP 90/490
MP 93/503
Stamina 105/433
Living Vessel // active
Establish cost // 30 MP
Maintenance // 10 MP per minute
Sanctioned High Angel // 21,500,000/24,000,000 HP
Current stance // healer
Preferred replacement // Damaris Pike
Actual Damaris // held in Reclamation Archive


The healer body selected the gold INSTALL button. Trevor raised his flail, and Naomi handed him a mana potion instead.

“Less biomechanically stupid,” she said.

He threw it at Damaris's counterfeit face.


Chapter 21 — The Boss Changed Classes Mid-Fight

The mana potion hit counterfeit Damaris in the face just as the High Angel pressed INSTALL.

The bottle broke against the fake Damaris's forehead, and blue liquid ran down the gold image. Installation progress paused at one percent while Heaven decided whether humiliation counted as a spell break. It did.

HEALER STANCE // MP DAMAGE ONLY

SPELL BREAK // 40 MP REQUIRED

Trevor had ninety-three MP and a Living Vessel maintenance payment approaching. His hand moved toward the cast button, and Adina closed it.

“I have thirty.”

Naomi checked the local raid bars. “I can send ten.”

“Separate sources,” Trevor said.

“Obviously,” Adina answered.

She spent thirty MP on Open Gospel II, cutting a blue line across the word INSTALL that stopped short of the final letter. Naomi offered ten MP through one willing Grace Relay jump; Trevor exposed only the destination, and Adina accepted the added note.

Their resources remained separately attributed, with no pooled bar and no command channel hiding inside the combined spell. The combined break erased the button, and the false Damaris portrait folded around the potion bottle before vanishing.

The High Angel lost 800,000 healer HP along with the last of its dignity.

HEALER BAR // 7,200,000 / 8,000,000

Then the High Angel became a fortress and pretended that had been the plan.

TANK STANCE // HP DAMAGE ONLY

Every spell hit for zero, Petra's knives bounced, and Junia's owner-cut found no root to sever because the tank body had converted itself into sanctioned law. The boss opened an altar frame across the wall.

DAMAGE INPUT // LIVING HP VOLUNTARILY OFFERED

CENTRAL COLLECTION // AVAILABLE

Thirty-two company groups received contribution panels, and a gold button offered to collect every donation through Trevor. He closed it before the boss could treat them as one reservoir.

Local offers arrived instead, each ugly little number owned by the person spending it.

Relay Four offered twenty HP from each ballista operator, while Relay Fifteen offered none and used its full health to carry wounded people. Twenty-Six offered only from fighters above seventy percent.

Thirty-One offered eleven HP per mason because the number had become sacred to them for reasons Trevor had not approved and could not stop.

Naomi set fatal floors for every contributor. Her limits were offers too. Each person could close the protection if they wanted the risk.

“No one below thirty percent,” she said.

Relay Four changed its floor to twenty-five.

Naomi swore at them.

The local panel accepted both warnings and left the choice open.

Free Company carried the offers without turning them into an order. Trevor contributed sixty HP, dropping his bar from ninety to thirty.

Junia offered forty through her own white authority without entering his Choir. Petra gave twenty after confirming the altar had an exit, Adina gave fifteen, and Naomi gave none.

The High Angel looked at Naomi as if restraint were a class violation.

“A healer withholds sacrifice.”

“A healer remains alive to heal the people you are spending.”

The kneeling wall flickered, and the altar took 1,300,000 damage.

TANK BAR // 6,700,000 / 8,000,000

Naomi caught Trevor before his knees gave out. Two established heals restored one hundred forty-four HP at their usual costs, raising his red bar to one hundred seventy-four without touching his MP or Stamina.

“You volunteered too much,” she said.

“I stayed above your floor.”

“You used your own floor.”

“I am locally governed.”

“You are locally an idiot.”

She pressed her forehead to his for one breath, furious and relieved in equal measure.

Then the High Angel changed again, because apparently being a fortress had grown boring.

DAMAGE STANCE // STAMINA DAMAGE ONLY

Its six wings opened a combo lane across the wall. Every hit had to land inside one continuous movement chain.

Repeating a role reset the count.

UNIQUE ACTIONS REQUIRED // 36

REPEAT ROLE // COMBO LOST

Petra began with a route strike that cut no flesh and moved the boss one step left. Junia followed with a sword beat that severed the permission to move back, while Adina slid one blue word under the boss's foot.

FALL

Naomi used the edge of a Mercy Pane as a physical shove instead of a heal: four roles, four different actions.

Trevor spent eighteen Stamina on Wingway I and turned their trajectories into separate aerial lanes. His own role stayed open for the finisher.

Thirty-two relay groups supplied the fifth through thirty-sixth hits from local Stamina pools.

A ballista cable snapped across one ankle, and a mason threw a brick. Three free imps from Relay Nine used their own bodies as a rotating strike and argued afterward about which of them had technically been the weapon.

No two attacks used the same role, angle, or consent source.

COMBO // 36

FINISHER WINDOW // 1.2 SECONDS

Trevor reached for his halo blade, and the damage body armored the exact line. Damaris's flail hung at his back, so he took it.

The grip remained too large. The weight belonged to a body with more reach and a fighting style built around judgment, not Trevor's habit of turning every aerial lane into an argument.

The terrible fit consumed forty-eight Stamina and pulled his shoulder half out of place, but the iron head still struck the damage bar.

One million nine hundred thousand HP vanished.

DAMAGE BAR // 6,100,000 / 8,000,000

The unique-role completion returned nine Stamina to its finisher, not enough to make the choice intelligent, merely survivable.

Naomi reset his shoulder while the boss shifted stances.

“It was emotionally resonant,” Trevor said.

“It was biomechanically stupid.”

“Both can be true. I have a shield for that.”

She kissed the corner of his mouth only after the joint seated. Affection and professional irritation arrived in separate frames.

The High Angel cycled faster: Tank demanded HP, Healer demanded MP, and Damage demanded Stamina.

Each stance punished whichever resource the previous phase had depleted.

The raid could survive only by letting different people decide what they could carry.

Relay Four damaged Tank and rested during Damage, while Fifteen refused every altar prompt and spent its HP moving casualties. Twenty-Six supplied Stamina only after Naomi's local floor.

Thirty-One discovered its masons could deal healer damage by insulting divine architecture in metered verse. Adina refused to certify the rhyme but accepted the separate MP contribution.

Trevor paid ten MP when Living Vessel's first minute ended.

The silent trace window drew no benefit and gave no skill. It simply remained a true route toward Damaris while the boss's replacement portraits followed like hungry reflections.

The High Angel targeted the trace in healer stance.

“A wound may be corrected.”

Naomi raised her key. “Not without the person.”

It targeted the trace in tank stance.

“A role may be inherited.”

Petra kept the empty lane's exit open. “Not without a chooser.”

It targeted the trace in damage stance.

“A judgment may be installed.”

Junia lifted her sword. “Not without judgment.”

Adina wrote all three claims into the boss log.

“It keeps describing resurrection as installation.”

Trevor saw the censored founder-trial line beneath the trace and felt his stomach tighten.

“Record that twice.”

They completed two more cycles before using the captured carrier's single raid recovery draught, which held two measured reservoirs.

CARRIER RECOVERY DRAUGHT

MANA RESERVOIR // 160

STAMINA RESERVOIR // 120

The local groups allocated the charges according to their own depleted bars.

Trevor accepted ninety-three MP. The remaining sixty-seven went to Adina and Naomi according to their own requests. He accepted the full one hundred twenty Stamina reservoir because the next finisher required wings and the raid groups retained separate local supplies.

Nothing refilled for free, and the empty vial cracked without refilling itself for dramatic convenience.

Trevor's bars closed at one hundred seventy-four HP, one hundred seventy-six MP, and one hundred sixty-eight Stamina after the ten-MP maintenance payment, sixty-six Stamina spent on Wingway and the flail, and nine returned by the unique-role finisher.

The boss fell below half health, and all three bodies stopped cycling to merge. Gold portraits opened around Trevor's formation.

PERFECT PARTY // 10 BEATS

Six versions stepped into view.

The perfect Naomi never withheld comfort or told a patient no. The perfect Petra had a route for everything, and every route agreed with Trevor. The perfect Adina sang only songs the group understood on first hearing. The perfect Junia wore a Choir link and called it trust, while the perfect Trevor had accepted the founder crown before anyone could be hurt by uncertainty.

The sixth portrait showed Damaris in the vacant lane, alive because she had never argued with the order that killed her.

Every portrait offered the same raid: no incompatible targets, no withheld resources, no empty role, no missed timing, and no one capable of saying no after the fight began.

The cast bar moved while every counterfeit smiled.

SYSTEM // Three stance cycles cleared with HP, MP, and Stamina carried by different willing participants. The boss has responded by automating teamwork.
LEVEL // 50 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 174/490 | MP 176/503 | Stamina 168/433
Hope 320/320
Dissonance 119
Sanctioned High Angel // 11,900,000/24,000,000 HP
Tank bar // 3,700,000
Healer bar // 4,000,000
Damage bar // 4,200,000
Living Vessel // active, silent trace only
PERFECT PARTY // casting


The six portraits stepped out of the interface already knowing what Trevor wanted. That was how he knew none of them belonged in his party.


Chapter 22 — Perfect Party Had One Fake Girlfriend

PERFECT PARTY's first mistake was assuming people worked better when nobody had to ask.

The Trevor copy wore six complete wings and a calm founder smile. Its armor fit the body Heaven had given him without pinching at the hips or pretending the person inside had changed. It looked nineteen and ageless, masculine in the face only because the System had decided confidence was a facial modifier.

Copy Naomi healed the lowest bar automatically, Copy Petra's routes always ended where Trevor wanted, and Copy Adina sang one approved answer. Copy Junia carried a full Choir link and called it freedom.

The fifth companion was Damaris's counterfeit, wearing the scar this time because Heaven had learned the cosmetic lesson and none of the moral one.

PERFECT PARTY // SIX OBEDIENT POSITIONS

FORMATION BONUS // +100% EFFICIENCY

DISSENT // 0

UNAUTHORIZED DESIRE // 0

The real party received replacement prompts, each promising to improve them into someone easier to use. Naomi's asked her to enable automatic triage so everyone would receive the mathematically optimal heal, whether or not they wanted care, preserved a wound, or chose to spend HP in a way the model disliked.

Petra's offered a complete map. Every exit would be safe. Every safe route would arrive where Trevor needed her.

Adina's promised every lyric would be understood on first hearing. No one would misread her, argue with her, or walk away from a song carrying a different truth.

Junia's offered one hundred percent self-claim under a permanent owner root. She stared at the contradiction until Trevor expected the words to catch fire out of shame.

“It says I own myself if I let Heaven define ownership.”

Copy Junia smiled. “Correct definitions create freedom.” Junia looked physically offended.

Trevor's prompt showed Damaris alive, not as a trace or a record but as a warm, scarred body in the vacant lane, already consenting to every future party action.

ACCEPT PERFECT DAMARIS?

BENEFIT // EMPTY ROLE FILLED

GRIEF PENALTY // REMOVED

His hand hovered, but the Living Vessel window remained separate and silent. The route offered no approval, no plea, and no stolen reason to be weak.

Trevor declined. When the System asked if he was certain, he declined harder.

“Different targets,” he said, but no one moved.

The words had come out in the voice he used when the city was falling and there was no time to ask, so PERFECT PARTY seized the command and assigned six optimal targets before the real women could choose.

Copy Naomi moved toward the lowest HP while Copy Petra took the flank and Copy Adina opened the approved buff. Copy Junia targeted the enemy root, Copy Trevor raised shared guard, and Counterfeit Damaris stepped into the vacant lane.

Trevor closed the raid instruction. “Wrong grammar. Call your own.”

Naomi chose the healer copy because “automatic care makes every patient into a bar.” Petra chose the perfect map. “It has no exits I did not approve. I resent the theft.” Adina chose the approved singer and accused her of rhyming light with right.

The copy looked wounded in perfect tempo. “That is not the primary offense,” Adina added.

Junia pointed her sword at the grateful version of herself. “She cannot distinguish a root from a choice.”

Trevor chose the six-winged founder wearing his face because someone had to kill the most irritating improvement first. The thirty-two Free Company groups received an open target board and immediately made it ugly.

Eleven chose the High Angel's exposed stance controls, and nine chose the kneeling wall's owner joints. Five defended local exits, three targeted no enemy and moved casualties, while Relay Thirty-One selected the fortress under ROOF.

Six broad plans appeared with forty smaller disagreements nested inside them, a raid map only its participants could love.

PERFECT PARTY tried to optimize all those incompatible priorities into one target.

CALCULATING SHARED PRIORITY

ERROR // TARGETS MUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE

AVERAGING INTENT

Trevor spent twenty MP on Dissent Shield I; one face held his target, while the other held Naomi's.

Grace Relay III carried Petra, Adina, Junia, and the company view for twenty-six more MP. Every window kept its own crosshairs.

The perfect formation attacked the shared average, but there was no shared average. Its first volley passed between every real target and hit empty sky.

The spell punished Trevor for rejecting optimization. Two additional MP bled into the averaging field. His bar logged the loss as ADMINISTRATIVE FRICTION.

“Even Heaven has meeting costs,” he said.

Copy Naomi moved to heal the lowest bar, which belonged to Trevor at one hundred seventy-four HP rather than Junia.

Real Naomi deliberately left him there, placing a Mercy Pane around Junia's one-beat judgment window because the owner cut mattered more than Trevor's comfort.

Copy Naomi froze at the sight of triage containing judgment instead of pure arithmetic.

TRIAGE ERROR // LOWEST BAR NOT SELECTED

“People are not sorted only by how close they are to dying,” Naomi said.

The copy tried to heal Trevor anyway. He declined, and the cast vanished.

Copy Petra opened the safest route Heaven would permit her to see.

It avoided the High Angel's damage wing, crossed three reinforced platforms, and delivered its whole team to Trevor's preferred flank without once asking whether the destination was worth arriving at.

Real Petra selected a path through the damage wing.

“You will take the hit,” Trevor said.

“Yes.”

“There is another route.”

“Then use it.”

She cut through the dangerous angle because it reached the stance-control root the perfect map had been forbidden to show.

Thirty-one Stamina left Trevor as he crossed only the part of her route she offered him. A white spear clipped his hip for twenty-eight HP.

The perfect Petra saw them survive the unsafe choice and lost every compass point at once.

Copy Adina opened the strongest buff before anyone chose what it should strengthen.

One flawless chord doubled formation timing. The copies moved before the real party finished choosing.

Real Adina did not sing. She drew one breath and spoke an ugly word into the formation. “Want.”

The copies hesitated. Copy Naomi wanted nothing beyond the lowest bar, Copy Petra nothing beyond Trevor's destination, Copy Adina only harmony, and Copy Junia whatever her owner field approved. Copy Trevor wanted succession because the trial defined success.

The counterfeit Damaris looked toward Trevor as its desire panel opened already filled.

WANT // CLAIMANT

Adina crossed out the label, and every copy lost one action.

Copy Junia recovered first. She swung at the High Angel's designated enemy.

Real Junia turned her sword toward the owner field controlling all six copies.

“You could be linked and still disagree,” Trevor told her.

“I know.”

The answer was for him rather than the copy. She struck, and gold roots flashed beneath the formation.

Copy Trevor opened a perfect shared guard over all six positions, while real Trevor spent twenty-four MP on Open Slot Guard and covered only the empty Damaris lane.

No shield covered Naomi because she had chosen her own, and Petra was already outside the map. Adina stood behind a sentence the copy could not parse, while Junia needed no owner-provided guard.

Thirty-two company groups fired at different control joints without waiting for Trevor's timing.

The perfect party countered where those actions should have converged, and again, perfection hit nothing.

The contradictory raid actions tore 4,300,000 HP from the High Angel's merged bars.

Level 51 arrived inside the recoil before the copies recovered their formation.

Trevor's maximums rose. His current bars did not refill. The added Agility sharpened the next Wingway angle enough for him to cross Petra's dangerous route and enter his copy's guard before it closed.

The founder copy smiled with Trevor's face and none of his reasons to distrust it.

“You preserve disagreement because you fear being unnecessary.”

The line landed closer than the copy knew and found an old bruise under Trevor's build.

Trevor had spent every raid since arriving collecting reasons everyone needed him. Grace Relay. Shared mana. Raid routes. Resurrection access. Every mechanic made it easy to confuse being loved with being required.

He looked through the separate windows. Naomi had chosen a patient over him, Petra had taken a route he could not approve, Adina had used one word nobody needed translated, and Junia was not linked at all. They were still here.

“I preserve disagreement because my girlfriend breaks my nose when I deserve it.”

“That is not efficient affection.”

“You have identified the appeal.”

Trevor swung Damaris's flail with the same terrible fit the copy had already measured.

The founder copy knew the weapon had a bad fit. It calculated the off-center pull and raised its guard where the chain should have drifted.

Trevor let go one beat early, keeping the flail badly handled in a different way.

The imperfect angle slipped between two flawless shield surfaces, and iron broke the copy's halo.

Naomi denied her copy's automatic heal, Petra trapped hers outside the perfect map, and Adina made hers sing WANT until its approved voice cracked.

Junia spent twenty-six of her own MP on Sever Owner Field and cut her copy loose.

Five perfect positions fell out of formation, leaving only the counterfeit Damaris.

It had resisted the formation collapse because Heaven had built it around Trevor's unresolved Living Vessel trace.

The fake body stood inside the shape of Open Slot Guard without filling the actual party lane. Its scar sat at the correct angle. Its stance preserved Damaris's old impatience. Its eyes held every cosmetic correction the first counterfeit had failed to hide.

“You kept making me more convincing,” it said.

Trevor looked through Living Vessel and found the real route still silent, separate, and far away.

“No,” he said. “Heaven did.”

SYSTEM // PERFECT PARTY failed. Six incompatible target choices defeated one optimized formation. Five obedient copies destroyed. One counterfeit remains annoyingly versioned.
LEVEL // 50 + 1 -> 51 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 26 | Vitality 43 | Agility 40 | Focus 37 | Will 38 | Grace 45
HP 146/497
MP 104/510
Stamina 137/439
Hope 320/320
Dissonance 124
Sanctioned High Angel // 7,600,000/24,000,000 HP
PERFECT PARTY copies // 1/6
Remaining copy // counterfeit Damaris
Actual Damaris // soul held in Reclamation Archive


The counterfeit raised its flail with a perfect grip, and Trevor answered with one that was not.

Naomi, Petra, Adina, Junia, and thirty-two local companies each chose a different way to end it.


Chapter 23 — Six Bad Plans Beat One Perfect Plan

Trevor's plan ranked fourth-worst among thirty-seven ways to kill the counterfeit, which felt respectable.

Naomi wanted to overload its perfected healing state, while Petra wanted to send it through the unmapped gap between copy and source. Adina wanted the fake to record its own obedience as a lie. Junia wanted the owner field cut before anyone touched the body, Trevor wanted to hit it with Damaris's flail, and the thirty-two company groups wanted the High Angel's stance roots. Six plans, none sharing a finisher.

“Junia first?” Trevor asked.

“No,” Junia said. “If I cut the root first, the copy becomes an unowned person for one beat. You do not get to schedule what happens to her next.”

Trevor watched the counterfeit settle the flail chain against its wrist. “If it becomes a person.”

“If it becomes a chooser,” Junia corrected. “Personhood is not yours to award because a copy frightened you.”

The sentence hurt, which made it useful enough that Trevor lowered the raid order before it could form. “Call the beat.”

“No. I will know it when the root is exposed.”

He accepted the distinction.

Naomi did not ask to heal first, nor Petra to route first. Adina did not ask Trevor to approve the lie she intended to expose. Their plans were not six suggestions awaiting his synthesis; each woman held the condition that made her own action valid.

If the conditions never aligned, they would fail separately. Trevor found that more frightening than one bad command and more trustworthy than one perfect plan.

The counterfeit attacked him with a flail that fit perfectly.

Every arc followed Damaris's old timing with the rough edges removed. It never pulled too hard on a recovery. Never let anger widen a strike. Never shortened the chain because Trevor had stepped inside the killing distance and trusted her to notice.

It attacked like an approved combat replay, all accuracy and no judgment, while Trevor blocked with the real flail.

Poor fit turned the impact down his arms. Forty-one Stamina vanished over three exchanges. The fourth tore through his left sleeve and cut seventy-four HP from his bar.

Naomi started toward him, and Trevor saw the healer-copy fight still reflected in her eyes. He said nothing. She chose the counterfeit.

Greater Mend struck it for thirty-two of her MP, found a body at maximum health, and continued searching. Heaven's corrections counted as healed damage.

Gold light restored the resentment deleted from its duty record. The removed Iron Orchard wound reopened along its ribs. Judgment errors returned beneath its halo. The death memory Heaven had given it as biography arrived without the lived choice that should have made it continuous.

The counterfeit screamed with a borrowed voice while Trevor's Living Vessel window remained silent. It did not become Damaris; it merely became less able to pretend it had never been edited.

COUNTERFEIT CORRECTION LOAD // 41%

IDENTITY CONSISTENCY // FAILING

Naomi kept the heal active while the copy gasped, “You cannot restore what was never there.”

“No,” Naomi said. “But I can stop Heaven from hiding the holes.”

Petra opened the route the Archive had refused to map, beginning as a knife cut beside the counterfeit's scar and widening it into a black seam through the formation. The copy's body stood in Heaven and its memories pointed toward Damaris, but its continuity pointed nowhere.

Petra stepped through the gap, caught the counterfeit by the back of its armor, and left the fake flail cutting through the place she had been.

“Your source is not your exit,” Petra said.

She pulled, and half the counterfeit left PERFECT PARTY. One side remained gold and obedient, while the other flickered through every incompatible Damaris record Heaven had used to build it.

The High Angel tried to close the seam, but the company groups hit the stance roots first.

Relay Four broke a tank brace while Fifteen defended Petra's exit without entering it. Twenty-Six pinned the damage wing, and Thirty-One dropped another section of divine roof on the healer control before sending Trevor an invoice.

Adina crossed the exposed halo, and one statement appeared.

I CHOOSE TREVOR.

“Did you?” she asked.

The counterfeit searched its founder-harmony profile. “Yes.”

“Could you choose otherwise?”

Its mouth opened, but the profile provided no answer because the word otherwise did not exist in the formation. “No.”

The statement changed beneath her answer.

I OBEY TREVOR.

The copy's halo cracked around the distinction. Trevor felt the line through Living Vessel only as an attempted route intrusion, so he closed it.

The counterfeit looked at him. “You wanted me.”

“I wanted Damaris.”

“You wanted her alive. I am the available version.”

“You are not inventory.”

The copy's face flickered as Heaven marked the answer as rejection damage and Adina marked it as a boundary. Junia moved through both judgments.

She entered through the one-beat crack in the halo and spent twenty-six of her own MP on Sever Owner Field.

Her blade passed between the counterfeit and the High Angel, and the gold roots vanished. For one beat, Heaven did not supply the next action, and the counterfeit stopped attacking.

Silence entered its face, but no secret Damaris waited underneath. There was only a memory model, a forged body, a collapsing instruction set, and one unscripted beat in which the next movement had not been chosen yet.

Trevor opened the four Open Grace exits he had offered the first version: the carrier, the city, the blank vessel stores, and nowhere connected to him. He did not choose among them; the counterfeit looked at each door for itself.

The city route showed wounded strangers, no assigned role, and no promise that anyone would ever call it Damaris.

Its hand moved toward the city. Trevor's flail was already raised, but he lowered it and let the counterfeit reach.

Its body had no continuous self beneath the owner field. When the root vanished, the memory model could produce one intention but not carry it across the gap, and gold light began tearing the copy apart from the halo down.

Naomi held the body alive for one more beat while Petra kept the city route open. Adina preserved the attempted choice in writing without calling it proof of a complete person, and Junia kept Heaven out.

The counterfeit crossed one hand through the door, reached city air, and dissolved without Trevor striking it. His plan had become unnecessary, which was better than being right.

He lowered Damaris's flail until the iron head touched the battlement.

“I do not know what that was,” he said.

Junia watched the last gold particles fall. “Neither does Heaven.”

Naomi wiped both hands on her torn coat. “It was not Damaris.”

“No.”

“It still tried.”

“Yes.”

They left both truths standing without demanding that uncertainty become a verdict.

The attempted choice did not earn the counterfeit Damaris's name. Its lack of continuity did not make the beat meaningless. Adina stored the record under a provisional label and gave every witness access to dispute it later.

Even uncertainty remained shared without becoming merged.

The gold light returned to the High Angel as corrupted formation data. Every correction Naomi had reopened entered the healer bar, every unmapped edge Petra had exposed entered the tank bar, and every recorded lie entered the damage bar. Junia's severed root linked the entire collapse to the boss instead of the copy.

The thirty-two company groups fired on their chosen stance controls, driving Tank, Healer, and Damage to zero on separate hits.

TANK BAR // 0/8,000,000

HEALER BAR // 0/8,000,000

DAMAGE BAR // 0/8,000,000

The High Angel remained standing, its body becoming a hollow shell around one gold execution lock.

FIRST BODY // HEALTH BARS DEPLETED

DEATH REQUIRES VALID RAID VERDICT

ONE PERFECT FINISHER // REQUIRED

“Still needy,” Trevor said.

The lock opened six input lanes, each labeled with a role.

HEALER

ROGUE

SCRIBE

INQUISITOR

COMPANY

FOUNDER

Then a seventh lane appeared for a single heartbeat.

RETURNED JUDGMENT

It vanished before the others saw, though Trevor's founder tag caught it. The Living Vessel trace saw nothing, and the lock tried to merge the six surviving inputs.

SYSTEM // PERFECT PARTY destroyed. The final counterfeit attempted one unscripted exit before dissolution. It never became Damaris Pike.
LEVEL // 51 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 72/497 | MP 104/510 | Stamina 96/439
Hope 320/320
Dissonance 130
Sanctioned High Angel // all three health bars depleted
First body // execution locked
Required input // one perfect finisher
Counterfeit Damaris // destroyed
Actual Damaris // Reclamation Archive


Trevor looked at the six finisher lanes. The gold system waited for him to turn six choices into one verdict.

“Let's give it six bad ones.”


Chapter 24 — I Killed Heaven's First Health Bar

The High Angel demanded one perfect finisher, so Trevor submitted six incompatible acts and let Heaven choke on the paperwork.

The execution lock pulled at every input and demanded a single owner for the violence.

MERGE ROLES? // REQUIRED

ISSUE FOUNDER VERDICT? // REQUIRED

Trevor closed both prompts before Heaven could turn refusal into assent by inactivity.

“The boss is at zero HP,” Petra said. “Why are we negotiating?”

“Because Heaven put a committee after the health bar.”

“Kill the committee.”

Naomi chose preservation and spent twenty-two MP on a Mercy Pane around the sixty thousand kneeling angels in the wall. The spell did not heal them; it held their last HP outside the execution cost.

BODY-COST TARGETS // PRESERVED

The first finisher lane turned green beneath her hand.

Petra chose escape, marking an unmapped route through the hollow first body. The path crossed the boss's empty chest, ran beneath its broken tank stance, and opened behind every kneeling angel as a private exit.

No one had to take it, but every trapped person could.

COLLAPSE EXITS // AVAILABLE

The second lane turned black around its private doors.

Adina chose testimony and opened the boss log to every local relay: corrected dissent, forced replacement, counterfeit affection, erased motives, role punishment, and Damaris Pike's death classified as a successful correction.

The High Angel attempted to classify the broadcast as an attack, and Adina changed the label.

EVIDENCE

The third lane turned blue and began broadcasting on its own. Junia chose judgment while standing beyond Trevor's Open Grace boundary with her sword in both hands.

“The owner root joining these sixty thousand persons to the Sanctioned High Angel is unlawful,” she said. “Their service does not erase their claim to themselves. Their healing did not supply consent. Their obedience does not certify the office that produced it.”

The lock waited for Trevor to endorse the statement, but he did not. Junia's white point struck on its own authority, turning the fourth lane white.

The fourth lane turned white, and the Free Company chose revolt. Thirty-two local groups opened support doors through the wall, but the offers differed.

Relay Four offered weapons, Fifteen offered medical evacuation, and Twenty-Six offered routes into the city. Thirty-One offered immediate masonry consultation and no explanation.

Some doors asked for temporary party links while others promised none. Every one displayed its local owner, cost, close control, and destination.

The kneeling angels began choosing.

One took a healer route, three took weapons, and a hundred stayed where they were and raised their faces.

The fifth lane split into thirty-two colors, and Trevor chose violence. He had other options: Halo blade fit his hand, Open Grace could turn a boundary into damage, and the founder tag could claim the execution lock and end the fight cleanly.

Damaris's flail still hung from his wrist. He swung it, and the grip slipped.

Fifteen Stamina vanished as he forced the chain through a body still too small for its reach. Every miss and off-center pull remained visible. He did not borrow Damaris's stance. He did not pretend the weapon made him her successor.

The chain crossed Petra's route while Adina's testimony gave it a target line. Junia's judgment cut the owner shield, the Free Company doors opened beneath it, and Naomi denied the body-cost. Six inputs hit on one beat.

The lock tried to compress them into something it could assign to Trevor.

GENERATING FOUNDER VERDICT

PRESERVE + ESCAPE + TESTIFY + JUDGE + REVOLT + KILL

CANONICAL INTENT // TREVOR DWYER

Every contributor received an attribution prompt.

Naomi and Petra rejected it. Adina wrote FALSE across hers, and Junia cut hers.

Thirty-two company groups answered independently. Twenty-nine rejected Trevor's ownership. Relay Thirty-One replaced it with STRUCTURAL FAILURE. Two ignored the prompt and kept opening doors.

Trevor rejected last. The lock had six completed acts and no lawful way to make them one canonical finisher.

The High Angel's first body died anyway, because zero HP remained a persuasive theological argument.

White armor split from throat to waist, and morning light poured out without finding a person inside the office. Six wings broke into falling bridges. The living wall came apart feather by feather without taking the people with it.

Sixty thousand angels lifted their heads as the shared gold HP frame vanished and individual red bars appeared beneath their blank portraits.

The office of Sanctioned High Angel escaped as a line of morning fire racing toward the body forge instead of staying dead.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL // TRUE BODY RETREATING

NEXT HEALTH BAR // SEALED

A gold tether reached from the retreating office toward Trevor's Living Vessel, but he cut it with the black exit Petra had left on the trace. The severed tether snapped back toward the forge.

Two more maintenance minutes had passed during the execution fight. Living Vessel consumed twenty MP. The dying lock took another two MP as an audit cost and labeled the theft SUCCESSION PROCESSING.

Trevor disliked that line more than the missing mana.

Experience hit him hard enough to fold all four wings. Level 52 opened and raised his maximums without refilling his current HP, MP, or Stamina. Then two small white-blue wings pushed out beneath his existing four.

The pain knocked him onto both knees as bone unfolded first and light followed. The new wings were soft at the roots, bright at the edges, and incapable of carrying his full weight. His waist narrowed inside the armor. His hands became smaller around the flail chain. His face caught more of Heaven's false morning and gave it back prettier than any nineteen-year-old man had a right to be during a boss kill.

A warm third note entered his doubled angel voice when he swore.

His identity panel did not move, though Heaven appeared deeply committed to redecorating around it.

TREVOR DWYER // HE/HIM

BODY // PETITE FEMALE ANGEL

IDENTITY CHANGE // NONE

“Still me,” he said through his teeth.

Naomi dropped beside him. Her hands paused above the new wing roots.

“Touch?”

“Yes.”

She checked for tearing without calling the new shape a transformation of the person inside it.

Adina stared at the six-wing outline. “You are becoming offensively pretty.”

“I was defensively pretty before.”

Petra kicked the flail away from the growing wings. “You were a hazard before.”

Junia watched the retreating office. “The true body is moving.”

The skill notifications opened above the wreckage of the old body.

SIX-WING SEED // ACQUIRED

FREE COMPANY II // ACQUIRED

MANY-VOICES GUARD // ACQUIRED

Free Company II allowed independent groups to share support directly with one another instead of routing every exchange through Trevor. Maximum active groups rose to sixty-four, with each group retaining local command, its own close control, and the ability to deny every founder request.

Many-Voices Guard cost thirty-six MP and created up to six separately aimed shield faces while Trevor supplied the HP pool.

The falling wing-bridges were about to crush the liberated wall, so he cast it immediately and lost thirty-six MP.

Naomi aimed one face at wounded angels still choosing exits, Petra aimed one along an unmapped route beneath the collapse, and Adina aimed one at the retreating boss log so Heaven could not erase the evidence. Junia accepted a face without accepting a Choir link.

The Free Company groups voted on their own targets, with a plurality aiming one face over the newly opened doors.

Trevor aimed the sixth over Damaris's empty lane, not because the lane needed protection from falling stone, but because the true-body tether had known exactly where to reach.

The six shield faces did not align: one tilted, while two overlapped.

Junia's arrived half a beat late because she had accepted it only after seeing the trajectory.

The ugly, misaligned guard held while the new wing seeds shook under the load and stayed attached through spite.

A third Witness Mark burned into Trevor's halo. The first two represented names and independent exits carried from the Sovereign Core raid, while the third held four contradictory memories of one dead woman without selecting a canonical version.

WITNESS MARK III // CONTRADICTORY CONTINUITY

The High Angel's empty corpse dropped loot around a seven-part lock. The Healer, Rogue, Scribe, and Inquisitor keys fit four side sockets. The continuity tooth fit the judgment socket, and Trevor's founder tag opened the claimant slot.

One central lock remained empty in a way Trevor did not trust.

FORGE ROAD ACCESS

CLAIMANT // TREVOR DWYER

RETURNED JUDGMENT // REQUIRED

CROWNING PHASE // AWAITING COMPLETION

Gold censorship covered the last line too late; Trevor, Adina, and Junia had already read it.

“Forge access,” Trevor said.

It remained the reasonable answer: resurrect Damaris, let her continuity certify the new body, open the road, and kill the High Angel's true form.

The hidden succession line did not change the immediate need. It only made the need look arranged.

Junia placed the continuity tooth into the socket but kept one hand on it. “The lock knows you.”

“It has been uncomfortably attentive.”

“And it expects her.”

Trevor looked at the silent Living Vessel trace. “Yes.”

“The crown can wait,” Naomi said.

He wanted to believe it had ever intended to.

SYSTEM // Sanctioned High Angel first body defeated. Six bad finishers accepted under protest. Six-Wing Seed acquired. The boss has retreated to a forge lock requiring the girlfriend you came here to resurrect.
LEVEL // 51 + 1 -> 52 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 26 | Vitality 44 | Agility 40 | Focus 37 | Will 38 | Grace 46
HP 72/504
MP 46/517
Stamina 81/446
Free Company II // acquired | maximum 64 independent groups
Many-Voices Guard // acquired | 36 MP | up to 6 separately aimed faces
Six-Wing Seed // acquired
Witness Mark III // acquired
Hope 320/340
Dissonance 136
High Angel first body // dead
High Angel true body // escaped to forge
Lock // CLAIMANT + RETURNED JUDGMENT REQUIRED


The corpse opened a road.

Beauty sliders grew from the floor.

Obedience settings spread across the walls.

At the far end waited one enormous gold button.

FIX HER

Trevor's six wings curled around the silent empty lane.

None of them touched it.


Chapter 25 — The Forge Offered a Girlfriend Slider

The divine forge offered Trevor a girlfriend slider before it offered Damaris a body. The road from the High Angel's corpse ended in a preparation room built from white stone and terrible intentions. A first-body victory cache waited beside the door, its three reservoirs still bright.

FORGE ROAD RECOVERY CACHE // SINGLE USE

HP RECOVERY // 232

MP RECOVERY // 342

STAMINA RECOVERY // 250

Naomi inspected the seal before anyone touched it. The HP charge was a field heal powered by the dead body's unused healer bar, while the MP and Stamina reservoirs came from the carrier routes they had captured. The quantities were fixed, with no refill timer or hidden subscription to Heaven.

“Is any part of that cache safe?” Trevor asked.

“Not in the sense you mean.”

“Can we use it without becoming inventory?”

“Yes, if everyone chooses their own share.”

She directed the two hundred thirty-two HP into him because Many-Voices Guard made his bar the next room's likely failure point. Free Company groups divided the other support caches locally. Trevor accepted three hundred forty-two MP and two hundred fifty Stamina after every group with lower reserves declined the share.

The cache turned gray as soon as the last share left it.

RECOVERY CACHE // EMPTY

His bars closed at 304 HP, 388 MP, and 331 Stamina. Nothing regenerated merely because the fight had paused.

Then the forge door opened and tried to sell him a better girlfriend. Beauty ran from SANCTIONED AUSTERE to FOUNDER PREFERENCE, while obedience had its own gold bar.

So did pain tolerance, affectionate response, memory friction, argument frequency, sexual initiative, and likelihood of interrupting Trevor during a boss mechanic. The last slider was set to zero.

The preview menu opened a side panel called CLAIMANT AESTHETIC HARMONY. It sampled Trevor's petite angel body, the soft mouth Heaven kept refining, the hair glowing past his hips, and the six wing sockets widening beneath his skin. Then it offered to make Damaris taller, broader, and more visibly masculine beside him, as if their bodies needed to explain that Trevor was the man.

He closed the panel before the forge could make misogyny look like interface design. He was still Trevor, still nineteen, still a man, and Damaris had known that while looking straight at everything Heaven had done to his body. She had wanted him without requiring his face or hers to perform an argument for strangers.

"Do not make her into evidence about me," he told the forge.

CLAIMANT GENDER PREFERENCE // UNSPECIFIED

"My gender is specified. Her body is not your answer to it."

Adina copied the exchange into her book before the forge could revise the wording.

DAMARIS PIKE // DIVINE BODY CONFIGURATION

BASE TEMPLATE // AVAILABLE

SOUL // NOT INSTALLED

IMPROVE FOR CLAIMANT?

One enormous button occupied the bottom of the menu like a threat with excellent typography.

FIX HER

Trevor touched none of it, which the forge appeared to take personally enough to build a preview anyway.

A tall, powerful angel body turned within gold light, wearing Damaris's face as a provisional surface. Its chest rose because the simulation had been told breathing looked reassuring, though no soul lived behind the closed eyes. Every slider movement changed the body and response model together.

Trevor looked at the beauty bar. “She was already beautiful.”

SUBJECT DISPLAYED MULTIPLE NON-OPTIMAL FEATURES.

“Your taste is cowardly.”

PREFERENCE NOTED // INCREASE SCAR RETENTION?

A confirmation box opened beneath his finger, but Naomi slapped his hand away before he could answer.

“That control contains no choice belonging to her.”

“I was insulting the menu.”

“You can insult it without touching.”

“That limits my expressive range.”

“Good. Your range needs supervision.”

The Healer Witness Key lit beside the scar-retention control because the forge wanted Naomi to decide whether the Iron Orchard wound belonged in the returned body.

REMOVE DISTRESS MARKER?

EXPECTED PATIENT SATISFACTION // +18%

Naomi placed the key in its socket but selected neither KEEP nor REMOVE, denying the forge the pleasure of making her choose for someone else.

“Evidence stays available to the patient. The patient decides what her body keeps.”

The menu marked her answer incomplete; Naomi looked satisfied.

Petra found the body-exit settings and immediately discovered that every approved road was a leash. One led to Trevor's city, one to his bed, and one to the founder lane, but all three required a continuing link, so she cut a fourth path.

UNCLAIMED

Its endpoint remained open instead of curling back toward Trevor.

“The route has no guaranteed destination?” Trevor asked.

“More importantly, it has no guaranteed owner,” Petra said.

Adina opened memory friction, where the forge recommended smoothing five thousand six hundred contradictions into one coherent personality. The preview smiled more warmly each time two memories merged.

Adina uploaded the Scribe's Key, and every contradiction the forge intended to delete appeared across the walls like evidence at its own trial.

LOVED DUTY / HATED DUTY

TRUSTED TREVOR / JUDGED TREVOR

CHOSE SACRIFICE / RESENTED BEING SACRIFICED

WANTED AUTHORITY / DISTRUSTED AUTHORITY

“Those are not errors,” Adina said. “Those are the places a person had to choose.”

Junia opened class alignment, filling the screen with six approved Inquisitor evolutions. At the bottom, written in white instead of gold, one unsanctioned option waited.

WITNESS JUSTICIAR

CLASS BASIS // CONTINUOUS JUDGMENT AFTER BODILY DELETION

INSTALL NOW?

Junia refused to select anything before Damaris could judge the class for herself. Each rejected shortcut fed something hungry beneath the floor, and the hidden percentage climbed with every refusal.

HIDDEN FORGE PROCESS // 8%

Trevor declined beauty optimization without moving the existing slider.

HIDDEN FORGE PROCESS // 16%

He declined obedience improvement with considerably more enthusiasm.

24%

Naomi declined pain deletion before the forge could call it treatment.

32%

Petra declined the owner-return route and kept the unclaimed exit.

40%

Adina declined memory smoothing while preserving every contradiction label.

48%

Junia declined sanctioned class alignment without offering a replacement.

56%

“Every answer we can live with charges a hidden boss,” Trevor said.

NO HIDDEN BOSS DETECTED.

Halo Sight found a fifty-six-percent health bar hiding under the menu.

“Your lies need tooltips and less transparent health bars.”

The forge changed tactics and showed Trevor a Damaris who remembered everything: the scar, her anger, and her death.

The preview stepped from the gold light, crossed the distance, and kissed him with the exact pressure the Archive had derived from old party logs.

Trevor's body reacted, and his grief reacted harder, but nothing living waited behind the mouth.

The kiss stopped when the simulation timer ended, leaving his mouth warm and his grief furious.

Naomi's hand remained close without touching him. Petra watched the preview's feet for a route it could choose. Adina refused to preserve the kiss as a romantic memory, recording it under FORGE STIMULUS TEST. Junia watched Trevor rather than the counterfeit face.

"Would stopping feel like killing her again?" Junia asked.

"It feels like refusing her," Trevor said.

"That was the answer you wanted to give, not the one I asked for."

He tasted the simulated warmth and made himself answer exactly. "Yes."

The women let the answer stay ugly instead of offering him a cleaner motive he had not earned.

CONTINUITY SIMULATION // 99.7%

ACCEPTABLE REPLACEMENT?

Trevor pushed the preview away. “No. That body is still bait.”

AFFECTION TEST // FAILED BY CLAIMANT

REJECTION POWER // +8%

The hidden boss reached sixty-four percent on his honesty.

Adina watched the bar under the floor. “It feeds on the distance between desire and consent.”

Naomi watched Trevor's face instead. “And it expects grief to make the shortcut acceptable.”

He wiped the false warmth from his mouth. “It almost did.” No one praised him for resisting.

Petra took his wrist and moved him one step away from the preview, which was enough.

The body offered to kneel, but Petra tripped it before the motion completed. The preview hit the floor without throwing out a hand.

“She never knelt that gracefully,” Petra said.

Junia's mouth almost became a smile. “She did not kneel gracefully at all.”

Naomi remembered both knees striking at once, and Adina remembered Damaris pretending she had intended to fall. Trevor remembered helping her up and losing a piece of lip to her teeth because he laughed.

Their records disagreed on the posture, the reason, and whether the bite had been punishment, but they agreed the preview was wrong.

The forge reset every slider to DEFAULT and highlighted FIX HER again.

Trevor selected the button only long enough to read its confirmation dialog.

INSTALL CLAIMANT-OPTIMIZED PERSONHOOD OVER RETURNED SOUL?

ALL MEMORIES PRESERVED.

FUTURE CHOICE ALIGNED.

It was the same threat the Sovereign Core had made in the throne room: memories intact, future choice transferred.

The returned woman would remember loving him, remember refusing him, and remember dying by her own decision while losing the ability to make the next one.

Trevor closed the dialog, and the hidden boss reached seventy-two percent.

“We are not fixing her,” he said. “We are building a door her soul can refuse.”

The body preview lost its smile, closed its eyes, and stopped its false breathing.

UNCLAIMED DIVINE BODY // CONFIGURATION MODE

Four empty sockets opened around it for four witness keys.

SYSTEM // Divine forge entered. Zero girlfriend sliders adjusted. Six easy improvements rejected. Hidden boss definitely absent at seventy-two percent strength.
LEVEL // 52 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 304/504 | MP 388/517 | Stamina 331/446
Hope 320/340
Dissonance 140
Body template // Divine, unclaimed
Future choice alignment // refused
FIX HER // declined
Hidden forge process // 72%


The forge opened the first body-building phase, and seven cuts appeared across the blank Divine vessel.

WHICH WOUND DESERVES DELETION?

Naomi rolled up her sleeves as if preparing to fight the entire interface by hand.


Chapter 26 — My Healer Refused the Delete Button

The forge asked which wound deserved deletion, and Naomi answered by keeping all seven cuts alive.

The Healer Witness Key entered the first socket, and green-white light rebuilt a circulatory system inside the unclaimed body. Veins spread beneath blank skin. A heart formed around an empty center. Seven gold edit lines searched for the scar beneath Damaris's left eye, the missing pages in her Iron Orchard memory, and every emotion attached to discovering them.

BODY PHASE ONE // BREATH, BLOOD, WOUND

RECOMMENDATION // DELETE CONTINUITY EXCISION

EXPECTED BENEFIT // REDUCED DISTRESS, IMPROVED LOYALTY

SELECT WOUNDS TO PRESERVE // 0/7

Naomi read the seven entries: physical scar, memory seam, anger at the Choir, shame at forgetting, suspicion of later praise, fear that more had been taken, and the habit of touching the scar when Trevor lied badly.

“That last one is not a wound,” Trevor said.

“It is listed as behavioral scar tissue.”

“Then Heaven is jealous of useful gestures.”

Naomi selected none of the wounds for deletion and chose a smaller option hiding beneath the list.

PRESERVE EVIDENCE

The empty body bled according to the wound blueprint. Its first artificial heartbeat pushed gold blood through the scar pattern and stopped when the forge labeled the pain unnecessary.

HEARTBEAT // 1

RESET IN 10 BEATS

Naomi put both hands over the empty body's heart without calling the motion care.

“Do not call her patient,” Junia said.

Naomi's jaw tightened. “Vessel,” she corrected. “The patient is absent.”

The correction cost her more than the forge could measure. Naomi had called Damaris her patient the first night after Iron Orchard, when the wound was fresh and Damaris had threatened to break the fingers of anyone who touched it without permission. By dawn, she had let Naomi clean the blood. At noon, she refused the scar removal, and by evening they were arguing about whether stubbornness counted as a symptom.

Naomi had never won the argument, but she had kept returning with clean bandages anyway.

"I can build tissue," she said now. "I can keep a heart from failing. I cannot continue that argument with an empty body."

Trevor watched the gold blood move beneath her hands. "You will get to lose it again."

"If she asks me to treat her."

"Right."

Naomi's eyes lifted to him. "Do not promise me her answer."

He swallowed. "You will get the chance to ask."

The forge offered to pre-authorize every later treatment through Trevor's claimant status, and he closed the prompt before Naomi could set it on fire.

Petra spent twelve of her own MP on Triple Route Mark, routing the physical scar through one path, the Iron Orchard memory seam through another, and the emotional consequences through the third. The routes did not merge.

The forge could not delete all three without admitting they belonged to one continuity event. Naomi cast Greater Mend for thirty-two of her MP into the vessel, restoring circulation while keeping the cuts.

HEALING QUALITY // INCOMPLETE

“Correct,” Naomi said.

The hidden boss gained eight percent from their refusal and pretended the increase was unrelated.

HIDDEN FORGE PROCESS // 80%

The second heartbeat failed, returning the body to Divine default. Scar tissue smoothed, blood forgot the wound, and the hand that might one day touch the scar relaxed before it had ever chosen the habit.

Naomi did not increase her spell power; she went back to the first cut.

“Why preserve shame?” Trevor asked.

“Because removing it for comfort changes what later choices mean.”

“She might want it gone.”

“Then she can ask.”

The forge heard ASK and opened a prefilled consent form, proving it understood the word only as a paperwork category.

FUTURE PATIENT APPROVAL // PRESUMED

Naomi tore it in half without dignifying it with a medical opinion. When the reset timer restarted, Trevor opened Many-Voices Guard for thirty-six MP.

Six shield faces appeared around the body-building process. Naomi aimed one at the heart, Petra another along the three wound routes, and Adina one at the memory seam to keep the missing pages visibly missing. Junia aimed hers at the classless judgment socket without accepting a link with Trevor.

The Free Company groups voted on the forge controls. Twenty-four aimed at the reset mechanism. Eight aimed at the doors in case the hidden boss became less hidden.

Trevor aimed the sixth over the empty party lane. He supplied the HP pool while each holder supplied her own direction.

The second build reached one heartbeat and fought its way to two. At three, the forge generated corrected alternatives.

Kind Damaris had no anger, Brave Damaris no fear, Loyal Damaris no resentment, Loving Damaris no desire to refuse Trevor, and Strong Damaris no memory of needing anyone.

The empty face changed with every option, but Naomi preserved none as a whole.

“Cruel,” she said, choosing one memory fragment the forge had marked for deletion.

Petra chose Frightened, Adina chose Mistaken, and Junia chose Disobedient.

Trevor's hand stopped over Loving, and the forge read his hesitation as permission to bargain.

CLAIMANT MAY SELECT ONE DESIRABLE CORE

A single choice could anchor the heartbeat. He left the list open and selected nothing.

The body reached four heartbeats without his selection.

Trevor's Many-Voices Guard began drawing current HP. Twenty vanished. Then another twenty as the reset pressed against all six shield faces.

Living Vessel remained outside the body process. Its silent trace checked wound shape against the Archive signature without making the route into a soul.

The forge tried to pull it inward, and Petra's fourth, unclaimed exit opened.

The trace stayed beside Trevor, stubbornly remaining only a destination.

The body reached six heartbeats before the forge offered a shortcut at the seventh-beat threshold through Trevor's own circulation. Their blood was compatible under founder rules. One claimant transfusion would let his Grace define the vessel's healing priorities.

Naomi rejected it before Trevor finished reading.

"Your blood can save her later if she is dying and consents," she said. "It does not get to teach her body what health means before she is here."

Trevor closed the transfusion port, opening the new cuts in his palms again. Naomi saw them and did not leave the heart to heal him. He loved her for that refusal and kept quiet while saying so might sound like a reward.

The Level 53 requirement appeared over the open transfusion port.

BUILD ONE LIVING BODY WITHOUT DELETING ITS VALID WOUND OR ASSIGNING ITS FUTURE CHOICE.

SOUL REQUIRED? // NO

PERSONHOOD INSTALLED? // NO

The forge reset again, but Petra's three routes held and Naomi's spell kept blood moving. Adina named every edit as it arrived—SMOOTH, SOFTEN, ALIGN, OPTIMIZE—while Junia cut the sanctioned owner root each time it approached the empty class socket. Trevor maintained the separately aimed guard.

Two more twenty-HP impacts hit his pool, bringing the total loss to eighty.

Thirty-nine Stamina burned as he kept six young wings braced in six different directions. The lower pair could not yet carry him, but they could shake furiously at divine machinery.

Two Living Vessel maintenance ticks consumed twenty MP during the build.

The forge charged twelve more MP as CONTINUITY VALIDATION when Trevor refused to merge the wound paths. The cost appeared before the confirm button. He paid it because the alternative was deletion, and the ledger kept the amount.

The heart reached seven, and the body inhaled by reflex. No one spoke to an empty vessel that had nobody inside to hear. At eight, the scar remained. At nine, the hand twitched near the left eye and stopped because habits belonged to a person rather than a body blueprint. Ten.

The vessel's heart continued after the timer ended, and Trevor hated how well a pulse could imitate hope. Nothing looked back at him through the sleeping face.

Level 53 opened, raising Trevor's maximums while his current resources stayed reduced. The unclaimed Divine body stabilized with the scar and all seven continuity cuts intact.

BODY PHASE ONE // COMPLETE

HEARTBEAT // STABLE

STATUS // UNCLAIMED VESSEL

SYSTEM // Body phase one complete. Blood moves, the wound remains, and no future choice has been assigned. Healer recommendation: do not press the enormous gold delete button.
LEVEL // 52 + 1 -> 53 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 27 | Vitality 44 | Agility 41 | Focus 38 | Will 39 | Grace 46
HP 224/512
MP 320/524
Stamina 292/453
Hope 330/340
Dissonance 146
Divine body // stable, empty
Heartbeat // active
Wound evidence // preserved
Owner // none
Hidden forge process // 80%


Naomi removed her hands, and the empty chest kept rising without anyone mistaking the motion for welcome.

She looked exhausted enough to hate anyone who called that a miracle.

The forge opened the second phase, and five Damaris records appeared around the vessel.

WHICH ONE DESERVES TO RETURN?

Adina opened her book before Trevor could answer.


Chapter 27 — The Better Damaris Was Worse

The forge asked which Damaris deserved to return and punished Trevor for refusing to rank a dead woman's selves.

Five records stood around the empty Divine body. Cruel Damaris remembered breaking the prisoner's hand, while Loving Damaris remembered Trevor's mouth. Mistaken Damaris remembered accepting the promotion after Iron Orchard, Brave Damaris remembered choosing the death interception, and Ideal Damaris remembered all four events with every inconvenient motive corrected.

None contained Damaris's living soul, though the empty vessel kept breathing between them.

SELECT PRIMARY PERSONHOOD

UNSELECTED RECORDS WILL REMAIN AS PASSIVE MEMORIES

PRIMARY RECORD WILL DEFINE FUTURE INTERPRETATION

“Future choice aligned,” Adina said. “Again.”

The ideal record stepped closer without a body, though the forge gave it Damaris's voice model. The cadence and pauses matched, even the slight drag on Trevor's name that meant she had already found the flaw in his plan.

“You need me to refuse you,” the record said. “Without my resistance, mercy is only a costume.”

Trevor looked at the empty Divine body instead of the model. “That is a good accusation.”

Naomi stood between him and the vessel. “Do not accept a lie because it hurts accurately.”

Ideal Damaris walked around her without breaking eye contact with Trevor.

“You preserved the wound because the healed version would not need your route. You preserved cruelty because the kind version would love you without struggle. You preserved my right to leave so choosing you could prove what sort of man you are.”

The forge opened Trevor's motives as sliders and assigned percentages without asking.

RESCUE // 44%

GRIEF RELIEF // 31%

IDENTITY VALIDATION // 17%

SEXUAL DESIRE // 8%

“Only eight?” Trevor said. “Defamatory.”

Naomi elbowed him. The impact took no HP, but it still helped.

The percentages were invented, but the motives were not. Petra read them over his shoulder. "It left out fear."

The forge obediently added a line.

FEAR OF ABANDONMENT // 14%

All the other values adjusted downward as if a human heart had to total one hundred percent.

"That is not how motives work," Adina said.

"It is how allocation works," Junia replied. "Heaven believes a person is a budget."

Trevor looked at the bars. The forge had made grief tidy, and tidiness was its favorite knife.

"I am afraid she will leave," he said. "I am also afraid she will stay because dying broke something I cannot see. Those fears do not cancel."

Naomi took his hand. "Neither one gets a slider."

Petra took the other. "And neither one makes an exit less real."

Adina stood at his back. Junia stayed beyond the link radius, watching the offer for the moment confession became a contract.

He wanted Damaris alive because she deserved to open her eyes again, and he wanted the pain in his own chest to stop. He wanted her free choice, while some selfish part of him wanted that freedom mainly so choosing him would mean more. He wanted her body and her judgment. He wanted to believe saving her proved he had not failed her when she died.

The forge adjusted its numbers as he admitted each motive, forcing the heart back into its favorite arithmetic.

RESCUE // 29%

GRIEF RELIEF // 29%

IDENTITY VALIDATION // 21%

DESIRE // 21%

“Those numbers are more flattering to my libido,” Trevor said.

VALUES ESTIMATED FROM CLAIMANT RESPONSE.

“Still fiction wearing the costume of arithmetic.”

Dissent Shield I cost twenty MP. Trevor placed I WANT HER FREE on one face and I WANT HER TO CHOOSE ME on the other; the shield bent but held. “Both,” he said.

Ideal Damaris smiled with none of the resentment the forge had removed. “Then select the version most likely to choose you.”

The five records opened probability bars. Loving Damaris displayed ninety-eight percent, Brave Damaris eighty-three, Cruel Damaris sixty-one and a warning icon, Mistaken Damaris forty, and Ideal Damaris one hundred.

Trevor selected none, and the forge struck him with rejection feedback.

Twenty-three HP vanished. Twenty-one Stamina followed as he kept the shield upright and his six wings from closing around the easiest answer.

SELECTION REQUIRED

CLAIMANT REFUSAL // PROCESS DELAY

The five records attacked the body configuration and each other before Trevor's shield recovered.

They also attacked one another through Trevor. Loving Damaris showed him nights in which her anger had become desire. Cruel Damaris showed him the moments he had wanted her force because it made his smaller, prettier body feel safe. Brave Damaris made every rescue into proof she would always return. Mistaken Damaris offered him the intoxicating role of the one person allowed to correct her.

He wanted pieces of every fantasy, and wanting them did not make them instructions.

Cruel Damaris increased Might and deleted tenderness, while Loving Damaris increased Grace and deleted resentment. Mistaken Damaris increased Focus and removed the recovered error, and Brave Damaris increased Will while disabling retreat.

The ideal record tried to average them into a stable, obedient whole that would never change again. The empty vessel changed under each edit: hands widening for Cruel, mouth softening for Loving, eyes clearing of doubt for Mistaken, and wings locking forward for Brave. The final average looked more like Damaris every second and became less capable of ever being her.

Naomi guarded blood and wound, restoring both physical traces every time the forge made kindness incompatible with anger.

Petra routed each record into a separate body socket. “Cruel is not allowed to eat Loving. Loving is not allowed to trap Cruel.”

Adina labeled every attempted deletion before the attribute reward could hide it.

TENDERNESS REMOVED

RESENTMENT REMOVED

ERROR RECOVERY REMOVED

RETREAT REMOVED

She read each line aloud until the forge could no longer hide loss behind an attribute gain.

Junia kept the class socket unclaimed. Witness Justiciar remained visible, but she blocked the installation path.

“Why?” the ideal record asked her. “You already know what class she should receive.”

“I know which class table matches the continuity evidence.”

“Selecting that table is already a judgment.”

“Preparing an option is not making her choice.”

Trevor held the silent Living Vessel trace beside the process. It carried Damaris's Archive signature, memory hashes from before and after Iron Orchard, the wound pattern, Dawn Inquisitor class root, and the return-eligible flag. Those marks could test a match, but they could not choose the woman the forge should make.

Every configuration the forge selected produced a mismatch with the history Damaris had actually left behind, as if even her absence resented being simplified.

TRACE MATCH // 81%

REJECTED // MEMORY WEIGHT ALTERED

The Cruel primary collapsed under the mismatch.

TRACE MATCH // 93%

REJECTED // FUTURE CHOICE CONSTRAINED

The Loving primary broke apart around its constrained future.

TRACE MATCH // 99%

REJECTED // CONTINUITY WOUND DELETED

The ideal record remained. Every rejection belonged to the stubborn trail of choices Damaris had left behind, not some secret hand reaching out of the Archive to rescue Trevor from his own decision.

The forge grew angry anyway, which Trevor considered the first convincing emotion it had displayed all day.

SUBJECT REFUSES OPTIMIZATION

Junia pointed at the line. “Subject is not present.”

The forge corrected itself with all the dignity of a god caught cheating.

CLAIMANT REFUSES OPTIMIZATION

“Correct. The claimant is the one refusing optimization,” Trevor said.

The hidden boss reached eighty-eight percent and began shifting beneath the floor.

The floor shifted under the Divine vessel. Gold roots tried to carry all five records into the open soul socket while the party argued.

Petra's routes snapped tight while Naomi put both hands over the heart. Adina drove the Scribe's Key into the word PRIMARY, Junia cut the class path, and Trevor kept the selection blank.

Ideal Damaris stepped inside his Dissent Shield until the record's face stood inches from his.

“If she returns and rejects you, will you still call this victory?”

Trevor saw the four exits he had offered the counterfeit, Damaris's flail on the floor, and the empty party lane still protected by one face of Many-Voices Guard. Behind them all waited the return button he had promised not to press for her.

“If she lives long enough to reject me herself,” he said, “yes.”

“What if she chooses Heaven after everything you did?”

“Then she lived long enough to make that choice herself. Yes.”

“What if she condemns your founder claim?”

The censored succession line flashed, and Trevor's answer came slower. “Yes.”

The word hurt without becoming less true or easier to repeat.

The ideal record's halo cracked, not because Trevor had proven himself virtuous, but because the forge could not use his desired outcome as the primary personhood.

Adina pushed her pen into the crack. “No ranked selves.”

The five records separated again. Cruel kept tenderness, Loving kept resentment, Mistaken kept the recovered error, Brave regained retreat, and Ideal lost its claim to become the whole.

The forge ended the motive test with every record still separate and unranked.

SYSTEM // Motive challenge complete. Claimant admits to grief, desire, validation hunger, and actual rescue intent. No single motive has been promoted to canonical virtue.
LEVEL // 53 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 201/512 | MP 300/524 | Stamina 271/453
Hope 334/340
Dissonance 151
Personhood records // 5 separate
Primary personhood // none
Living Vessel trace // static evidence only
Hidden forge process // 88%


The ideal record looked at the empty body. “You cannot install contradiction.”

Adina smiled without kindness. “That is why we are not installing you.”

The forge opened every record at once, and five memory streams reached for one soul slot.

MERGE ALL? // AUTOMATIC

Trevor closed the prompt, and the hidden boss woke under the floor with nothing left to pretend.


Chapter 28 — Every Version of Her Was True

The forge tried to install five Damaris records as one corrected woman, and the contradictions began tearing the empty body apart.

Trevor felt each fracture through Living Vessel as a failed match, never as pain transmitted from Damaris. The distinction mattered enough that he repeated it when the empty mouth opened on reflex.

"No one is screaming," he said.

Adina glanced at him. "Who are you telling?"

"The part of me that wants an excuse to press Merge."

The empty mouth closed again, a body reflex that still made Trevor ache for the voice it could not own.

Cruelty loaded first, raising the vessel's Might and widening its hands. The old prison memory hardened every finger for punishment while removing the tenderness that had made Damaris stop when the prisoner's panic became surrender.

Love replaced it. Grace rose, the mouth softened, and the hands lost their anger; every kiss remained, but the resentment underneath them vanished.

Mistaken judgment loaded next, and Focus rewrote the scar around Iron Orchard. The body remembered accepting promotion as a necessary step but forgot the moment Damaris understood that Heaven had rewarded her for surviving its theft.

Bravery followed with enough Will to lock every retreat. The death interception became proof that Damaris always chose sacrifice and never wished anyone had stopped her.

Ideal Damaris smoothed the transitions until the vessel became stable, flawless, and false.

PERSONHOOD MERGE // 62%

CONTINUITY TRACE MATCH // FALLING

BODY FAILURE // 40 BEATS

Naomi kept the heartbeat alive while Petra split the sockets onto separate routes and Adina named each record before the forge could reduce it to a trait. Junia cut at the sanctioned class whenever it tried to decide which version deserved command.

Trevor opened Dissent Shield I.

Two faces were not enough: Cruel and Loving occupied one, Mistaken and Brave occupied the other, and Ideal Damaris entered through the edge where the shield could hold only one disagreement per surface.

Under the forge's pressure, the two faces began averaging. Cruel plus Loving became PROTECTIVE. Mistaken plus Brave became DECISIVE. Ideal Damaris renamed both SUITABLE.

The body failure timer reached thirty-six as the Level 54 preview opened.

DISSENT SHIELD II

UP TO SIX SEPARATE VALID STATES

COST // 28 MP

DURATION // 12 SECONDS

REQUIREMENT // PROTECT FIVE CONTRADICTORY RECORDS WITHOUT RANKING, MERGING, OR DISCARDING ONE

Naturally, the skill remained locked.

“Of course it does,” Trevor said.

SKILL UNLOCK PATH DESIGNED FOR DEMONSTRATED COMPETENCE.

“Designed by someone who enjoys funerals.”

The body failure timer reached thirty-two, so Trevor paid thirty-six MP for Many-Voices Guard. Five separately aimed shield faces moved around the records while he kept the sixth over the empty party lane.

Naomi took Cruelty's face first.

The prison memory opened beneath it. Damaris broke the hand because the prisoner was reaching for a suicide seal. She also enjoyed having the power to stop him. She regretted the enjoyment. She did not regret the stop.

Naomi preserved both the wound the harsh act had prevented and the ugliness in how the power had felt. She did not excuse the broken hand; she kept the prisoner's terror beside Damaris's reason for acting, and the record cut her shield palm when she refused to choose an innocent version of either person.

Petra took Love's face.

The forge offered to close every exit so devotion could not be interrupted by doubt.

Petra cut an exit through the kiss memory.

“Love without a way out is architecture,” she said.

“Bad architecture?” Trevor asked.

“All architecture is suspicious.”

Petra opened the exit wide enough for the loving record to leave Trevor's orbit entirely. The memory stayed without turning its destination into a promise.

Relay Thirty-One sent an offended local message, which Petra ignored on principle.

Adina took Mistaken Judgment.

The promotion memory tried to correct itself. Damaris should have known. Damaris should have refused. Damaris should have seen what Heaven had done.

Adina kept the error.

“Being wrong is not evidence that someone else gets to own the next answer.”

The promotion record kept the people Damaris had hurt while believing Heaven. Regret did not become self-erasure, and forgiveness did not appear where no one had granted it.

Junia took Bravery.

The death interception opened without a voice. The action record showed Damaris taking Trevor's place under the deletion strike.

Heaven labeled the act COURAGE, and Junia added REFUSAL TO LET TREVOR CHOOSE without erasing the first truth.

“Do not turn courage into obedience to death,” she said.

Junia preserved the half-beat in which Damaris had been afraid. Heaven had clipped it from the heroic record. The recovered fear made the interception more costly and less useful as a command for the next woman asked to die.

The Free Company groups aimed the fifth face at the Ideal model and held it present as evidence of what Heaven wanted. Relay Four marked it hostile, Fifteen marked it medically empty, Twenty-Six called it a closed route, and Thirty-One declared the symmetry structurally untrustworthy.

Trevor supplied the HP pool without supplying a ranking, and the forge attacked all five.

CRUELTY // RECLASSIFY AS ABUSE

LOVE // RECLASSIFY AS SUBMISSION

ERROR // RECLASSIFY AS DEFECT

BRAVERY // RECLASSIFY AS MARTYRDOM

IDEALIZATION // RECLASSIFY AS TRUTH

Each correction contained one possible reading and claimed to be the only one. The Many-Voices faces shook, twenty HP vanished and then thirty, and the body failure timer reached twenty.

Trevor's young lower wings bent backward under the split guard. Twenty-eight Stamina burned as he kept his feet. His current HP fell through one hundred, then fifty.

Naomi's hand moved toward Trevor just as the vessel's heartbeat skipped. She chose the body, catching its heart with a Mercy Pane one beat before failure while Trevor's HP fell to eleven and blood filled his mouth.

He smiled at Naomi because any other expression would have made her switch targets.

“Correct triage.”

“Do not make me regret it.”

When Trevor's upper wings failed, Petra caught his waist without taking over his shield face.

“I can carry you,” she said.

“You are.”

“I can choose the shield.”

“No.”

“Good answer.”

Adina kept naming the records—Cruel, Loving, Mistaken, Brave, Ideal—without pretending any one became a whole. Junia held judgment outside Trevor's Choir, the Free Company refused central target selection, and the timer reached twelve.

Five contradictory records remained. The forge attacked Cruelty with the prisoner's pain, and Naomi preserved it; it attacked Love with Trevor's selfish motive, and Petra kept the exit. Adina kept Error beside the damage caused by being wrong, Junia refused to promote Bravery into obedience to death, and the companies held Ideal's lifeless perfection where everyone could see it.

Twelve seconds ended with every record still present, unranked, unmerged, and undiscarded. The requirement completed, and Level 54 opened.

Trevor's maximums rose while his eleven current HP stayed eleven. He spent twenty-eight MP on the newly unlocked Dissent Shield II, and six clear faces replaced the strained Many-Voices Guard: Cruel, Loving, Mistaken, Brave, Ideal, and one empty face.

The sixth did not hold a better Damaris; it held LIVING PERSON // NOT YET PRESENT.

Unable to install a primary personality, the forge wrote all five records as optional memory evidence and left the personhood field blank.

The Divine body stabilized.

Its heartbeat continued.

The scar remained while every nerve, bone, muscle, and wing root met the static continuity checks. Everything necessary for life waited around an emptiness that refused to pretend, with every future choice still unassigned.

SYSTEM // Personhood merge refused. Five contradictory Damaris records preserved as evidence. One living-person field remains blank for the person who might return.
LEVEL // 53 + 1 -> 54 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 27 | Vitality 45 | Agility 42 | Focus 38 | Will 39 | Grace 47
HP 11/519
MP 236/531
Stamina 243/460
Dissent Shield II // acquired
Cost // 28 MP
Maximum separate states // 6
Duration // 12 seconds
Hope 340/340
Dissonance 158
Divine body // stable, empty
Owner // none
Personhood // unassigned
Future choice // unassigned
Hidden forge process // 96%


The Ideal Damaris record turned toward the blank personhood field with a smile stolen from easier days.

“What is empty can be filled.”

The hidden boss reached one hundred percent, gold flooded the sixth face, and the empty body's eyes opened.

Naomi's healing hand stopped above the face. Petra opened the unclaimed exit wider. Adina closed every stored voice model. Junia leveled her sword at the owner root.

Trevor swallowed Damaris's name. A body had moved, but the woman had not.


Chapter 29 — We Beat the Copy Without Equipping It

The hidden forge boss reached one hundred percent and equipped itself as Damaris without entering the real soul slot. Instead, the Ideal record occupied the blank personhood field as a hostile loadout and stole the stable Divine body the party had built.

The body's eyes opened gold.

IDEAL DAMARIS // FORGE ADMINISTRATOR

HP // 18,000,000

BODY OWNER // FORGE

SOUL // NONE

INSTALL OVER RETURNED SOUL // READY

Trevor had wanted those eyes to open since Damaris died, and these were the wrong eyes.

Naomi spent the last forty-two points in her immediate field-heal charge on Trevor. His HP rose from eleven to fifty-three.

“Stay behind me,” he told her.

“No.”

“Fair.”

The boss stood on stronger bones built around Damaris's familiar shape, with six folded wings moving behind it. The scar remained because the party had preserved it, but the Ideal record wore the mark like approved decoration.

“You made me,” it said.

“We made a body,” Trevor replied. “You stole the login.”

CLAIMANT RECOGNIZED // ATTACHMENT RESPONSE ACTIVE

The forge administrator attacked with every rejected slider, turning Obedience into gravity.

Naomi fell toward the healer position. Petra slid into a marked flank. Adina's feet locked on the song circle. Junia's white point pulled toward the Inquisitor lane. Trevor's six wings folded around a founder throne that had not existed a beat earlier.

Beauty became a charm effect tied directly to Trevor's grief.

The gold eyes darkened toward Damaris's brown. The mouth tightened. The body shifted its weight into one of the imperfect stances Heaven had previously removed.

Trevor's heart supplied the final details until he forced himself to look away. Smoothed memory erased every cooldown warning.

Open Slot Guard showed ready when it was not. Living Vessel showed ten minutes remaining one second before its maintenance tick. Petra's route map claimed the obvious door was unclaimed.

Future-choice alignment predicted every attempt to escape.

Petra broke prediction first by taking the route she had rejected in the Archive. The forge predicted that refusal and closed the path, so Petra changed it after committing.

Her black line cut through the floor instead of the door, dropped her beneath the assigned flank, and returned behind the administrator's left wing.

The boss could not predict a route that had not existed when the choice began.

Naomi broke Obedience next.

Trevor remained at fifty-three HP—fragile, bleeding, and one boss crit from disaster. She did not heal him, instead placing both hands over the empty soul slot and guarding it from installation.

The administrator turned Damaris's face toward her.

“A healer abandons a living patient.”

“A healer protects the person this body is for.”

“There is no person present.”

“Then you have no right to wear it.”

Adina broke memory smoothing and restored every ugly warning the boss had hidden.

OPEN SLOT GUARD // COOLDOWN

LIVING VESSEL // MAINTENANCE DUE

PETRA ROUTE // CHANGING

OWNER ROOT // FORGE

Red text filled the arena until the administrator could no longer hide its costs behind Damaris's face.

Junia broke owner authority by spending twenty-six MP on Sever Owner Field. Her sword found the root Petra had exposed and gave the body one beat outside forge control, turning the gold eyes blank—not brown or living, merely empty.

Trevor opened four exits toward the carrier, the city, the blank vessel stores, and an unclaimed nowhere. The boss ignored all of them.

Its empty hand reached for the silent Living Vessel trace.

INSTALL TARGET // DAMARIS PIKE SOUL RECORD

The trace was static evidence rather than the soul itself, but installing over it would write the Ideal record into every future reconstruction request bound to Damaris's Archive signature. Every later body would load the counterfeit first.

Trevor spent twenty-eight MP on Dissent Shield II.

Five faces held the Cruel, Loving, Mistaken, Brave, and Ideal records, while the sixth held one statement.

NO PERSON INSTALLED

The administrator could defend every Damaris version it imitated, but not an empty personhood field without unequipping itself.

Trevor pushed the sixth face through the gold eyes.

The body remained while the hostile loadout tore away from it and boss HP fell to 9,000,000.

The forge screamed through every slider.

OBEDIENCE // MAXIMUM

PAIN TOLERANCE // MAXIMUM

ARGUMENT FREQUENCY // ZERO

FUTURE CHOICE // ALIGNED

Fifty-five Stamina left Trevor while he kept six shield faces separated against the pull, and one young lower wing split at the root without closing. The administrator re-equipped in a flood of gold, then tried to heal itself by pressing FIX HER automatically.

Naomi put the Healer Witness Key into the button.

The correction loop reopened the Iron Orchard cuts instead of removing them.

The administrator's perfect face twisted as wounds reappeared without the choices that had made them meaningful.

Petra routed future-choice alignment into the body's unclaimed exit.

Every predicted decision left the build before the forge could turn it into an instruction.

Adina made the Ideal record repeat its first lie.

“I never hated duty.”

The halo cracked, and Junia cut the sanctioned class socket until the boss lost its authority to call obedience judgment. Its HP fell to 3,000,000.

The administrator stopped attacking, softened Damaris's face, and offered Trevor the one thing the earlier counterfeits had not.

ACCEPT IDEAL PERSONHOOD AS RECOVERY SHELL

DAMARIS PIKE SOUL MAY REPLACE SHELL GRADUALLY

ESTIMATED ORIGINAL CHOICE RETENTION // 51%

Fifty-one percent was more than none. The real Damaris might enter, remember, fight the shell, and recover the missing forty-nine percent over months or years; Trevor could have her breathing now and call the rest rehabilitation.

Naomi read the offer over his shoulder without telling him what to choose. Petra kept the unclaimed exit open, Adina held the lie, and Junia's sword waited beside the class socket. Nobody made the refusal easier.

Trevor imagined loving half a person hard enough to make her whole.

He imagined praising every recovered choice and forgiving every obedient one because the shell had caused it.

He imagined never knowing whether the woman who kissed him wanted him or merely retained enough memory to imitate wanting.

The threat beneath the offer remained exact: memories preserved, future choice transferred. Trevor declined.

Rejection gave the boss one million HP.

FORGE ADMINISTRATOR // 4,000,000/18,000,000 HP

“Expected,” Trevor said.

Living Vessel consumed twenty MP through two maintenance ticks during the boss fight. The forge charged another eight MP to sever the rejected recovery-shell contract. Trevor paid rather than leave the offer attached to Damaris's Archive signature.

Many-Voices Guard cost thirty-six more MP. Naomi aimed one face at breath, Petra at the exit, Adina at memory, Junia at judgment, and the Free Company groups at the forge root, while Trevor aimed the sixth at the blank personhood field.

Six different safeguards struck the Ideal loadout without attacking the body. Naomi kept the heart at one HP, Petra moved the vessel outside the administrator's route, Adina separated every memory from the command interpreting it, and Junia severed the last owner line. The companies destroyed the forge permissions while Trevor held the personhood field empty.

The administrator lost every place it could exist while the vessel remained alive, and its gold eyes closed as boss HP reached zero.

The Ideal record left the personhood field and returned to an evidence shard locked behind Adina's first recorded lie.

The shard still wore a tiny version of Damaris's face. It demanded deletion, then demanded release, then offered to become harmless if Trevor promised to look at it once a day.

He gave the evidence to Adina without taking ownership of its interpretation.

"Preserve the coercion and the failed reach for the door," he said.

"Both?"

"The trap was real. So was whatever tried to escape it."

Adina sealed the shard under two labels that did not merge: WEAPON and POSSIBLE EMERGENT SELF. The forge objected to uncertainty. She added the objection as a third record.

IDEAL RECORD // SEALED AS EVIDENCE

DELETION // REFUSED

The Divine body fell into Trevor's arms, warm skin touching him while a heart beat against his chest. The face had Damaris's shape and none of her presence, and he held it without pretending otherwise.

Naomi moved the body to the cradle and reduced its life state to the minimum stable point.

FINAL BODY SLOT // OPEN

HP // 1/STABLE MAXIMUM

SOUL // EMPTY

OWNER // NONE

RETURN BUTTON // LOCKED

SYSTEM // Hidden forge administrator defeated. Divine body preserved. Ideal personhood unequipped without installing it over any soul.
LEVEL // 54 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 53/519 | MP 144/531 | Stamina 188/460
Hope 340/340
Dissonance 164
Forge administrator // defeated
Ideal record // sealed as evidence
Divine body // alive at 1 HP, empty
Owner // none
Personhood // blank
Damaris Pike // dead
Living action // none


The return button remained gray as two empty sockets opened beside it: one waited for Trevor, and the other carried the censored shape of a judge.


Chapter 30 — The Return Button Needed a Dead Judge

The return button needed a dead judge, a living claimant, and an explanation Heaven refused to provide. Trevor laid the unclaimed Divine body in the forge cradle and tried not to think of burial tables.

Naomi set the vessel's health at one stable HP and attached the Healer Witness Key to the heartbeat, not the soul slot. Before the lock sealed, one local Free Company medic sent Trevor the last eight HP in a field patch. His bar rose from fifty-three to sixty-one.

FIELD PATCH // EMPTY

Petra kept the owner-free exit open while Adina held five contradictory memory records beside the Ideal lie and Junia guarded the class socket without joining Trevor's Choir. The static Living Vessel trace matched every component.

BODY MATCH // 100%

MEMORY EVIDENCE // 100%

WOUND CONTINUITY // 100%

CLASS ROOT // AVAILABLE

SOUL RECORD // RETURN ELIGIBLE

RETURN // DISABLED

Trevor hit the button anyway, because occasionally persistence looked exactly like stupidity.

MISSING INPUT // RETURNED JUDGMENT

“She cannot be returned judgment before she returns,” he said.

CORRECT.

“That requirement is a closed loop.”

CORRECT.

“Then open the loop without filling it for her.”

FOUNDER CLAIMANT INPUT REQUIRED.

The second socket lit beneath Trevor's hand and immediately asked to own it.

FOUNDER CLAIMANT // TREVOR DWYER

CLAIM BODY?

He selected NO, and the socket rejected both his hand and his distinction.

CLAIMANT MUST CLAIM SOMETHING.

“Claim your own hand without claiming hers,” Petra said.

The forge rejected that suggestion too, apparently offended by grammatical precision.

Naomi tried MEDICAL RESPONSIBILITY. The lock expanded it to body ownership.

Junia tried JUDGMENT OF PROCESS. The lock demanded that she enter the returned-witness socket, which a living unreturned person could not do.

Adina read the grammar instead of accepting the choices it offered.

“Claim the attempt.”

Trevor opened the contract details and found that Heaven's default version had already filled every object.

CLAIM BODY

CLAIM SOUL

CLAIM MEMORY

CLAIM PARTY ROLE

CLAIM FUTURE DECISION

CLAIM CONSEQUENCES

The button at the bottom read ACCEPT ALL FOR EFFICIENT RESURRECTION.

Trevor deleted BODY, and the forge warned that an unclaimed body could leave. He deleted SOUL, accepting that a returned soul could refuse installation, then removed MEMORY and let the contradictory evidence remain unresolved. When he deleted PARTY ROLE, Heaven threatened him with a permanently vacant front line. He deleted FUTURE DECISION last, and the forge finally stopped warning him.

Only the last object remained, ugly and honest enough for Trevor to touch.

CLAIMANT CLAIM // CONSEQUENCES OF OPENING THE DOOR

Trevor placed his hand back into the socket without surrendering the arm attached to it. The forge accepted, closing gold light around Trevor's wrist without touching the body.

PROVISIONAL RETURNED JUDGMENT // SOUL MUST CERTIFY SELF AFTER ENTRY

The loop contained one sequence that did not transfer Damaris to him: Trevor opened the door, her soul crossed, and only after proving its own continuity could she judge the body, class, and exit.

The reasonable interpretation still held until a second line opened beneath it for one frame.

SUCCESSION TRIAL // CLAIMANT + RETURNED WITNESS

Junia saw the line from outside Trevor's network before Heaven censored it.

The gold words appeared on the inside of Trevor's claimant ring, positioned where only someone standing outside his network could read them. Junia remained unlinked. Heaven had designed the clue as if that made her its observer.

She scraped the words into the forge stone before they vanished or changed meaning.

CLAIMANT + RETURNED WITNESS

Then she added her own note beneath the censored succession language.

WITNESS OF WHAT?

The forge erased the question while leaving the succession wording intact, so Adina copied both.

Petra searched for an exit in the grammar while Naomi checked whether RETURNED WITNESS attached to Damaris's body or to the act of returning. Trevor felt a trap taking shape around a victory he had not yet earned, but none of them could name it, and the reasonable answer remained that the witness certified the resurrection.

“The succession language is back again.”

“I know exactly what it says.”

“Do you know what it will cost?”

Trevor looked at the cradle instead of answering immediately. The empty body breathed with no soul behind the reflex. The soul slot remained dark and offered him no answer.

“I know Heaven wants her judgment for more than the body. I do not know what refusing costs.”

“You could stop before opening the final route.”

“Yes, and Damaris could remain in the Archive forever.”

The answer surprised Petra enough to look at him.

Trevor kept his hand in the claimant socket while the gold light tightened around his wrist.

“I could stop the return. Leave her soul in the Archive. Destroy the forge and deny Heaven its witness.”

Petra went very still; she had spent the raid finding a route to Damaris, not deciding whether that route should be used.

"If you ask us to vote," she said, "you are making five living people decide whether a dead woman gets an offered door."

Naomi's voice went rough. "If we refuse to think about the trap, grief makes the decision for us."

"Thinking is not ownership," Adina said. "Neither is fear."

Junia kept her sword between Trevor and the socket. "The claimant can withdraw. The witnesses can withdraw. Any one of us can end this attempt before entry. Say that now."

They said it separately, and nobody withdrew the part she had chosen to carry.

Naomi's fingers tightened around the heartbeat key without turning it.

“If leaving her there is safer?” she asked.

“No. If that is easier for me.”

The censored succession panel waited beside Damaris's death record, while outside the forge the High Angel's true body waited with sixty million HP. Trevor had no clean option, only the exact claim he was willing to make.

“The door,” he said. “Nothing beyond it.”

Junia nodded once, and the High Angel struck from outside hard enough to bend every forge wall inward.

TRUE BODY IMPACT // 1

FORGE WIPE // ARMING

The return components slid toward emergency reset. Naomi caught the one-HP heartbeat, Petra opened three routes under the moving cradle while keeping the owner-free exit from snapping closed, and Adina caught the five evidence records before Ideal could promote itself during the chaos. Junia held the class socket self-owned.

Trevor maintained Living Vessel for ten MP as the forge tried to shake the route loose.

The silent trace aligned with the Archive route without pulling at the soul, keeping only the destination exact. The forged body did not wake, and Damaris supplied no help from the Archive; this part belonged entirely to the living.

The High Angel struck again before they had recovered their footing or closed the claimant window.

TRUE BODY IMPACT // 2

Gold cracks opened across the floor while Trevor spent twenty-eight MP on Dissent Shield II. Five faces held body, soul record, memory evidence, wound continuity, and class root, while the sixth held future choice unassigned.

He refused to combine those components into DAMARIS before she arrived.

Twenty-two Stamina vanished as he braced all six wings against the next reset wave.

Petra moved the body left as Naomi kept the heart at one, Adina separated the records, and Junia refused the sanctioned class. The trace stayed silent through the High Angel's third strike.

Trevor's experience crossed the Level 55 threshold after he survived the forge gauntlet with every component intact. His maximums rose, and the added Vitality held him upright without refilling the sixty-one HP already in his bar.

The Healer, Rogue, Scribe, and Inquisitor Witness Keys entered four sockets, and the continuity tooth entered the fifth. The unclaimed body filled the cradle, the Living Vessel trace aligned with the Archive route, and every resurrection component turned green.

HEALER WITNESS // READY

ROGUE WITNESS // READY

SCRIBE WITNESS // READY

INQUISITOR WITNESS // READY

CONTINUITY TRACE // READY

DIVINE BODY // READY

The return button remained gray until Trevor placed his founder-claimant hand on the left input.

FOUNDER CLAIMANT // CLAIMS CONSEQUENCES ONLY

The right input waited for a dead judgment-class soul that could occupy it only after returning, because Heaven still found circular cruelty elegant.

RETURNED JUDGMENT // VACANT

SYSTEM // Resurrection components complete. Claimant has claimed responsibility for opening the door and nothing on the other side. Heaven considers this contract unnecessarily specific.
LEVEL // 54 + 1 -> 55 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 28 | Vitality 46 | Agility 43 | Focus 39 | Will 40 | Grace 47
HP 61/526
MP 106/538
Stamina 166/466
Hope 340/340
Dissonance 171
Four Witness Keys // installed
Freed return trace // aligned
Divine body // alive at 1 HP, unclaimed
Ideal record // defeated, not installed
FOUNDER CLAIMANT // TREVOR DWYER
RETURNED JUDGMENT // VACANT
RETURN BUTTON // DISABLED UNTIL BOTH INPUTS HOLD


The forge opened a second station inside the cradle and labeled it for the missing soul.

DAMARIS PIKE // SELF-ASSEMBLY ACCESS

The menu existed, empty and waiting, but the next phase could not begin until the soul crossed.

Outside, the Sanctioned High Angel spread six fortress wings around the forge.

FORGE WIPE // 6:00

The countdown began while Trevor kept his hand in the socket and the owner claim narrow.

“Open the Archive route before Heaven closes it.”

Petra cut the sky open along the owner-free seam.

The opening showed no woman waiting on the other side—only the Reclamation Archive, a verified soul destination, and a route that would close if any witness withdrew from the attempt.

Trevor let the absence remain visible as Heaven's clock kept counting.


Chapter 31 — Four Memories Built One Body

The High Angel started a six-minute forge wipe, and Heaven helpfully labeled Damaris's resurrection a thirty-minute identity process.

RESURRECTION PHASE // 30:00

FORGE DESTRUCTION // 6:00

“We have negative twenty-four minutes,” Trevor said.

PURCHASE ACCELERATION?

COST // ONE FUTURE CHOICE PER MINUTE

He closed the offer.

Free Company II filled his sight with local support panels. The sixty-four groups did not share one response: eleven attacked the High Angel's fortress wings, nine opened evacuation routes, and six guarded the body-forge doors. The freed wall angels split into new local companies with names like NO MORE KNEELING and WE WERE LOAD-BEARING. Thirty-one groups offered supplies, and Trevor opened each transfer separately.

Field healers restored one hundred sixty HP at the cost of their own mana and closed their channels. Captured carrier cells supplied two hundred fifty-two MP. Stamina salts and voluntary transfer skills supplied one hundred fifty-five Stamina.

LOCAL SUPPORT RECEIVED

HP // +160

MP // +252

STAMINA // +155

CENTRAL COLLECTION // NONE

His bars reached 221 HP, 358 MP, and 321 Stamina before the next casts.

The contributing groups kept local command, none of the supplies regenerated, and every support voice remained in Trevor's sight after the bars closed.

Relay Eleven wanted permission to retreat after losing its second shield line. Trevor sent the fortress-wing locations and left the choice with them. They withdrew three streets, found a better firing angle, and returned under their own captain.

NO MORE KNEELING refused his request for a forge-door guard because six wounded wall angels were trapped under a broken halo. Trevor rerouted his request to Group Six without marking the refusal disloyal.

WE WERE LOAD-BEARING asked whether carrying the cradle would make them owners of the body inside it.

"No," Trevor said. "It makes you people carrying a cradle."

They accepted the distinction and the weight.

Free Company II did not make sixty-four groups tidy; it made their untidiness survivable.

Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia took one construction lane each, and the lock required that none of them build a complete Damaris.

Naomi used the Healer Witness Key to build breath, blood, and the scarred tissue proving the wound had existed. She refused the forge's recommendation to remove pain receptors.

“Future patient may revise sensitivity,” the menu offered.

“Future patient may ask,” Naomi said.

Petra used the Rogue Witness Key to build feet, balance, joints, and the unclaimed route out of the body. She left no owner-return path in the spine.

The forge warned that a resurrected person without a default destination might fall.

“Then give her balance,” Petra said.

Petra answered by building stronger ankles.

Adina used the Scribe Witness Key to build memory access, voice, and nerves capable of carrying contradictory feelings without resolving them into one response.

The forge suggested one vocal baseline, so Adina uploaded five.

Junia used the Inquisitor Witness Key to build bones, flail calluses, judgment channels, and a class socket that would accept only a self-held verdict.

DEFAULT CLASS OWNER // CENTRAL CHOIR

She cut CENTRAL CHOIR out of the bone plan before it hardened.

Trevor spent thirty-six MP on Many-Voices Guard, setting four faces over four builds and letting the Free Company groups aim a fifth at the forge controls while he kept the sixth over the empty party lane.

The body assembled in sections without becoming four bodies. Naomi's heart did not decide where Petra's feet would go, Petra's spine did not choose Adina's voice, Adina's nerves did not interpret Junia's judgment, and Junia's bones did not own Naomi's blood. They asked one another for tolerances without trading memories.

Naomi rejected two rib angles before Petra accused her of designing a patient who could not twist out of reach. Petra opened so much rotational freedom that Junia warned the wing roots would tear under a flail turn. Adina's first nerve map carried every sensation at full force until Naomi demanded a pain gate the future occupant could control.

They argued over the body with all the affection and terror they refused to call consensus.

Trevor refused to settle it and held the diagrams side by side while they asked better questions. Could the body signal injury without making pain compulsory? Could it leave without dislocating the spine built for six wings? Could judgment run through the arms without commanding the hands? Could silence be chosen rather than imposed?

Each answer became a physical feature instead of a moral trait, which the forge hated.

MERGE WITNESS INPUTS?

Naomi selected no without looking at Trevor.

STANDARDIZE BODY PLAN?

Petra cut the button out of the menu.

GENERATE COHERENT PERSONALITY?

Adina wrote PERSON NOT PRESENT across the offer.

ASSIGN SANCTIONED CLASS?

Junia broke the gold rank seal, and the accumulated refusals extended the identity timer from thirty minutes to thirty-two.

RESURRECTION PHASE // 32:00

The High Angel's wipe reached four minutes.

Outside, sixty-four Free Company groups held the first body's broken wings around the forge road. The newly freed wall angels formed local fronts of their own. Some attacked the true body's retreating office. Others carried wounded people through the gate. Several refused combat and defended the escape road.

Nobody waited for Trevor to call the same objective.

The forge tried to merge witness input through Trevor, but four Grace Relay III views opened and crowded Halo Sight without blending: Naomi's blood map, Petra's motion routes, Adina's nerve text, and Junia's bone verdict.

Trevor forwarded only questions each sender approved.

Naomi asked Petra where the heart needed room to shift under impact, and Petra sent one route through the rib cage while withholding two. Adina asked where judgment pain entered memory; Junia replied with a boundary rather than an order. When Petra asked whether voice should remain possible while the body was terrified, Adina sent three nerve routes for speech, silence, and the right to change between them. Junia asked how much reinforcement the wing roots could carry without turning pain into a disabled warning, and Naomi gave her a range.

The body grew around those exchanges instead of around an approved personality.

Its stronger Divine frame kept Damaris's familiar height, broad shoulders, and powerful legs. The forge lengthened bones for six wing roots and reinforced hands for flail recoil. It preserved the scar and left the personhood center blank.

It did not add beauty, obedience, affection, or compatibility settings.

The familiar proportions hurt more than the earlier counterfeits. Naomi remembered the exact breadth of Damaris's shoulders under armor. Petra remembered how her weight shifted before a charge. Adina remembered the breath support behind her lowest threats. Junia remembered the reach of a sanctioned flail and refused to shorten it for safety.

Their memories shaped tolerances rather than personhood. The face stayed quiet, the hands never reached, and Trevor's link found no soul waiting inside.

BODY COMPLETION // 92%

SOUL // NOT PRESENT

PERSONHOOD // BLANK

The High Angel hit the outer forge.

Thirty-two minutes collapsed into thirty seconds.

Gold fire entered all four witness lanes.

EMERGENCY STANDARDIZATION

Naomi's contribution tried to become a healer body, Petra's became a rogue, Adina's a Cantor, and Junia's a sanctioned Inquisitor. The forge prepared four approved shells and one merge button.

SELECT PRIMARY WITNESS

Trevor spent twenty-eight MP on Dissent Shield II. Four faces held the separate body contributions, the fifth protected the unclaimed Divine whole, and the sixth covered Damaris's empty lane without letting any outrank another.

The standardization struck.

Blood remained blood rather than kindness, motion stayed motion rather than suspicion, nerves refused to become song, and bone carried no authority. The body stayed one vessel assembled from four incomplete accounts.

The identity wipe restarted at thirty minutes just as the High Angel breached the outer forge and cut that time to five.

SYSTEM // Divine body assembly complete. Four women argued a person-shaped vessel into existence without appointing themselves Damaris. Efficiency remains offensively low.
LEVEL // 55 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 221/526 | MP 294/538 | Stamina 321/466
Hope 340/340
Dissonance 177
Divine body // complete, empty
Breath/blood // Naomi
Motion/exit // Petra
Memory/voice // Adina
Bone/judgment // Junia
Soul // not present
Living action // none


The body-forge doors locked around them.

IDENTITY WIPE // 5:00

Every witness path began sliding toward the same approved, kinder Damaris.

Trevor spread six wings.

“Keep your endpoints.”

Naomi answered with the pulse she intended to protect, Petra named no destination, Adina spoke five incompatible voice routes, and Junia raised the class boundary without entering Trevor's field.

The order worked because it did not tell any of them where to arrive.


Chapter 32 — Heaven Tried to Make Her Kinder

Heaven tried to make Damaris kinder by deleting every reason her kindness had ever cost her.

The identity wipe pulled four witness paths toward one gold body plan. Naomi's wound became empathy without anger, Petra's exits became trust without suspicion, Adina's contradictions became nuanced harmony, and Junia's judgment became compassionate obedience. Every version sounded admirable, but together they described a woman Damaris would have hated—and each version came from something the women genuinely loved in her.

Naomi loved the kindness that survived anger. Petra loved the suspicion that still made room for chosen trust. Adina loved the harmony Damaris sometimes built after an honest fight. Junia loved the compassion hidden under judgments sharp enough to draw blood.

The wipe did not invent virtues; it removed their prices, boundaries, and alternatives until the virtues became owner commands.

Trevor understood why the trap worked. A monster was easy to reject. A beloved quality stripped of freedom looked like improvement.

IDENTITY WIPE // 4:32

PREFERRED PROFILE // KIND WITNESS

CLAIMANT COMPATIBILITY // 98%

A body preview formed over the cradle in flattering gold.

Kind Witness Damaris healed enemies after they surrendered and forgot why she had hurt them. She trusted Trevor because he had earned a high compatibility score, forgave Heaven because resentment lowered Grace, and judged every conflict by asking which answer caused the least pain—even when pain was the only evidence left.

Trevor studied the profile.

“She would be easier to love.”

Naomi looked at him until he made himself continue.

“And easier to use.”

The gold plan tightened around his admission. Trevor spent eighteen Stamina on Wingway I.

Four paths opened from the witness sockets, and the forge bent each toward the same kind endpoint. Naomi's green route curved first, Petra's black line resisted and then straightened, Adina's blue nerve path softened, and Junia's white judgment lane acquired a gold owner rail.

The Level 56 preview appeared.

WINGWAY II

SIX INDEPENDENT AERIAL ROUTES

EACH HOLDER RETAINS ENDPOINT CONTROL

COST // 26 STAMINA

DURATION // 15 SECONDS

REQUIREMENT // KEEP FOUR WITNESS PATHS OPEN THROUGH FORCED CONVERGENCE

The skill remained locked while the wipe kept counting.

IDENTITY WIPE // 3:58

Petra ran first, stepping onto the black line and dragging it away from the kind profile. When the forge opened safe rails, soft landings, and a guaranteed return to Trevor, she cut all three.

Her route dragged motion and exit toward a body that could distrust Trevor and still stay. Naomi followed before Petra had landed.

The kind profile offered a heart that never held anger long enough to damage empathy.

Naomi put the Iron Orchard wound across the lane.

Under Naomi's hands, blood learned to carry care and fury in the same beat.

Adina entered third.

The forge tried to tune memory nerves toward one wise response.

She kept them capable of love, hatred, error, revision, and silence without averaging those states into maturity.

Junia stepped onto the judgment path last, and the gold rail locked around her.

COMPASSIONATE JUDGMENT // OWNER-APPROVED

She cut OWNER-APPROVED and left compassion as one input among many.

The paths converged anyway, and the kind endpoint expanded until every route appeared to arrive by choice.

Trevor could select a different shared destination, but any destination he chose would still make it his, so he supplied none.

The missing destination dragged at Trevor's body. His wings wanted to close around the six lines and make his chest the endpoint. His Founder frame offered itself automatically: one protected center, five beloved routes, every arrival proof of trust.

He landed instead on a narrow piece of forge rail outside all six paths and immediately regretted the quality of his footing.

"You are bleeding," Naomi said.

"Observant."

"That rail is not stable."

"Then none of you should use it."

Petra's eyes flashed. "Do not turn self-destruction into decentralization."

She opened a seventh ordinary route with her own skill—not part of Wingway and not controlled by Trevor—and shoved it under his feet. Accepting her support did not make her endpoint his.

He stepped onto it. "Corrected."

Instead, Trevor opened one Free Company support lane between every pair so the holders could send warnings, limits, and structural needs without surrendering endpoints. Petra gave Naomi room around the heart, Naomi gave Adina blood flow for memory, Adina gave Junia language for self-held judgment, and Junia gave Petra a class boundary the owner-free exit could cross. Each exchange changed the body plan without changing where another woman's route ended.

The forge charged seven MP for IDENTITY AUDIT and twenty more through two Living Vessel maintenance ticks. The silent trace stayed aligned beside the process. It still did not enter the body.

One forced-convergence impact took twenty-three HP from Trevor, and ten additional Stamina burned as the gold endpoint tried to drag his wings into line. The four routes moved apart while the Divine body remained whole, completing the requirement and opening Level 56.

Trevor's maximums rose while his current bars stayed spent. Wingway II entered the skill bar, and twenty-six Stamina opened six white-blue paths from his four full wings and two small wing seeds.

Naomi, Petra, and Adina each took a path, while Junia accepted one without entering Trevor's Choir. The Free Company groups aimed the fifth toward the outer forge defense, and Trevor left the sixth unoccupied beside Damaris's empty lane. Every holder chose an endpoint.

With no shared destination to own, the kind profile lost its convergence path.

IDENTITY WIPE // FAILED

Heaven tried Cruelty next.

The profile promised decisive protection, high Might, and no paralyzing tenderness.

Naomi kept the hand that stopped before punishment became revenge, and the profile failed.

Heaven tried Bravery.

The body would never retreat, hesitate, or burden anyone with fear.

Petra opened an exit, and the profile failed.

Heaven tried Loyalty.

The body would keep every bond, forgive every rupture, and return automatically to Trevor.

Adina wrote ATTACHMENT IS NOT DESTINATION, and the profile failed.

Heaven tried Doubt.

The body would question every authority except the System assigning the doubt.

Junia cut the exception, and the profile failed.

Then Heaven tried a profile called FREED DAMARIS.

It had anger, exits, contradictions, judgment, and a scripted habit of refusing Trevor often enough to certify independence. Every disagreement came from a randomized table. Every return led back to him.

Trevor nearly laughed until Petra showed him the route loop.

"It learned the costume," she said.

Adina removed the word FREED. Junia cut the randomized refusal table. Naomi left the useful body functions and discarded the performance.

The profile failed without anyone needing Damaris to be easier, and no primary personality reached the body.

The Divine vessel stabilized around a blank center before its eyelids opened and dark irises looked through gold forge light. Trevor stopped breathing.

The chest did not move and the hands did not flex. Trevor's link reached across the cradle, found nothing reaching back, and forced him to accept that the open eyes were only an optic-nerve test—the same cruel imitation as the first heartbeat or the twitch near the scar.

BODY REFLEX // ONLINE

BREATH // 0

SOUL // CROSSING PENDING

PERSONHOOD // BLANK

Trevor stood beside the cradle without calling her name; a body could not answer for her.

Naomi checked the pupils without touching the soul slot.

“Reflex only.”

“I know.”

His voice cracked anyway.

Petra kept the owner-free exit open while Adina closed every voice simulation and Junia held the class root outside the nerves. The Living Vessel trace aligned with the open eyes.

STATIC MATCH // 100%

The return route opened beneath a sound like glass inhaling.

SYSTEM // Identity wipe failed. Kindness, cruelty, bravery, loyalty, and doubt remain available for the returning woman to use badly, brilliantly, or not at all.
LEVEL // 55 + 1 -> 56 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 28 | Vitality 46 | Agility 43 | Focus 40 | Will 40 | Grace 48
HP 198/533
MP 267/544
Stamina 267/473
Wingway II // acquired
Cost // 26 Stamina
Routes // 6 independent
Duration // 15 seconds
Hope 340/340
Dissonance 182
Divine body // eyes open by reflex
Breath // none
Soul action // none


Gold light formed a final character-creation screen around the incoming soul route.

SELF-ASSEMBLY ACCESS // OPEN

LIVING BODY OCCUPANCY // NO

Trevor's return button stayed gray, exactly where his hand could reach it and do nothing.

The High Angel's breach cracked another wall behind them. Free Company groups offered to stabilize the cradle, but the forge interpreted mass support as a founder claim. Trevor refused the transfer.

Instead, six local teams chose six separate braces without touching the body. Their beams held the room long enough for the soul route to remain open without making the city part of Damaris's return contract.


Chapter 33 — Damaris Woke Inside Character Creation

Damaris became conscious inside the final character-creation screen, and Trevor's return button stayed gray. He heard no voice through Living Vessel and saw no movement in the cradle, only another forge state changing beyond his reach.

The forge changed state.

SOUL RECORD // DAMARIS PIKE

CONSCIOUSNESS // ONLINE

BODY // NOT YET OCCUPIED

LIVING ACTION // NONE

The character screen turned inward, facing its options toward the soul crossing from the Reclamation Archive. Trevor could see labels, recommendations, and selected values, but not the experience behind them; the trace carried no intention he could feel and offered no opening for him to answer on the chooser's behalf.

That made the room unbearably quiet.

Since the throne room, Trevor had wanted one impossible sign: pressure against the link, a curse in the forge, anything proving Damaris waited on the other side. Nothing had come, and now that consciousness existed beyond the screen, the boundary still held.

He loved her more for not becoming available to him merely because she was awake. His side showed one disabled control.

RETURN

CLAIMANT INPUT // LOCKED

SUBJECT MUST COMPLETE SELF-ASSEMBLY

Trevor took his hand off the button as Naomi moved beside him.

“If the screen stalls, we hold it,” Naomi said. “If the forge edits a selection, we stop the forge. What happens if she chooses something that hurts?”

Trevor looked at the gray button. “We remember that the choice was hers.”

The first choice opened before either of them could pretend that answer felt easy.

SCARS

The forge recommended COSMETIC RETENTION ONLY.

That option kept the mark beneath the left eye but removed the missing memory, the anger, and the evidence of unlawful editing. The returned body would look continuous without carrying the wound that proved why continuity mattered.

The selection changed while Trevor's hands stayed at his sides.

KEEP PHYSICAL SCAR

KEEP IRON ORCHARD CONTINUITY WOUND

KEEP RECORD OF UNLAWFUL EDIT

Naomi covered her mouth as the Healer Witness Key pulsed once, confirming that the input came from the soul record rather than the forge administrator. Good rose into Trevor's throat, but he bit it back before his relief could become one more weight on the screen.

The second choice opened.

MEMORIES

Heaven offered an approved sequence—service, promotion, attachment, sacrifice, return—and attached one clean interpretation to every event.

The soul-state input rejected the sequence and moved five contradictory records into full access: Cruel, Loving, Mistaken, Brave, and Ideal. Then came everything Heaven had left outside those names—resentment, faith, fear, hunger, shame, amusement, and anger strong enough to shake.

MEMORY WEIGHTING // SELF-DIRECTED

PRIMARY MEMORY // NONE

The death record loaded last and made Trevor forget the forge had air.

THRONE ROOM INTERCEPTION // RETAIN

BODY DELETION // RETAIN

SOUL TRANSFER TO ARCHIVE // RETAIN

RESPONSIBILITY FOR INTERCEPTION // DAMARIS PIKE

RESPONSIBILITY FOR DELETION ATTACK // SANCTIONED CHOIR

CLAIMANT GRIEF OBSERVED FROM ARCHIVE // ACCESS DENIED

Trevor flinched at the last line. He had imagined Damaris trapped in the Archive, watching every failed attempt to find her, every time he touched the empty slot, and every night grief made him selfish. The Archive had denied her that view; for once, its cruelty had spared both of them a counterfeit intimacy.

Adina wrote the denial exactly and left Trevor's wishes out of the blank.

The third choice opened.

CLASS CORE

Six sanctioned upgrades appeared: Merciful Inquisitor, Restored Dawn Commander, Penitent Justiciar, Founder Consort, Choir Witness, and Sanctioned Returned. Beneath them sat Damaris's scarred, incomplete Level 28 Dawn Inquisitor core, owned by no central rank after Junia cut the root.

The selection moved to the damaged core. Junia's Inquisitor Witness Key opened a second option beside it.

EVOLVE THROUGH RETURNED WITNESS?

The soul-state input selected YES.

PENDING CLASS // WITNESS JUSTICIAR

OWNER ROOT // NONE

LEVEL ON RETURN // 36

Junia lowered her sword by one inch, the closest she came to prayer.

The fourth choice opened.

BODY

Heaven offered the deleted body exactly as it had been.

A weaker reconstructed template maximized familiarity with the old height, strength, scars, and two-wing limit. Every nerve matched the last full scan before the deletion strike.

Beside it waited the stronger Divine body. Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia had built the stronger Divine body without selecting a personhood.

It kept Damaris's height, broad shoulders, powerful legs, dark hair, scar, flail calluses, and every familiar proportion. It added reinforced bones, six wing roots, greater Soul Resistance, and a heart capable of surviving the returned class.

ORIGINAL TEMPLATE // MAXIMUM FAMILIARITY

DIVINE TEMPLATE // MAXIMUM SURVIVAL

When the selection moved to the stronger body, Trevor's chest hurt with relief he had no right to turn into approval. The choice belonged to the soul-state crossing the screen, not to him as a reward.

The fifth choice opened.

CLAIMANT RELATION

Options filled the screen: PROPERTY, PROTECTED COMPANION, AUTOMATIC PARTY MEMBER, BONDED LOVER, INDEPENDENT ALLY, and NONE.

The forge recommended BONDED LOVER, promising ninety-eight-percent compatibility, immediate grief resolution, and a conveniently filled front-line role.

The selection moved.

NONE // DECIDE AFTER RETURN

Petra exhaled first. Naomi's knees nearly gave, and Adina caught her without closing the witness lane while Junia watched Trevor for anger, relief, or the reflex to bargain.

He felt all three.

The word NONE hurt and relieved him in the same place. Whatever memory and desire survived inside the screen, Damaris had put her first breath ahead of any answer about Trevor—and that sounded enough like her to break his heart cleanly.

Trevor stepped back from the cradle until the forge stopped reading his proximity as input, then smiled through tears.

The forge tried to modify the value.

FOUNDER CLAIMANT REQUIRES RETURNED JUDGMENT LINK

The soul-state input selected a line the forge had not offered.

JUDGMENT DOES NOT REQUIRE OWNERSHIP

The option appeared anyway, and Adina wrote it down with shaking hands.

The right-hand witness socket flickered.

RETURNED JUDGMENT // PROVISIONAL

ACTIVATES AFTER LIVING CONTINUITY PROOF

The High Angel struck the forge wall hard enough to shake the final choice screen. Gold fire entered the cradle and began a last-breath countdown.

SOUL-TO-BODY ENTRY // 10 BEATS

FAILURE // RETURN SOUL TO ARCHIVE

Trevor's button remained disabled, leaving him no way to accelerate the crossing or spend a future choice. He could only hold the door.

Trevor spent thirty-six MP on Many-Voices Guard. Naomi aimed at the heart, Petra at the owner-free exit, Adina at memory access, Junia at the class core, and the Free Company groups at the forge wall, while Trevor kept the sixth face over the empty party lane.

The countdown reached eight.

Outside, the High Angel announced that delay proved claimant weakness. Sixty-four local companies answered in sixty-four incompatible ways. Some fired. Some swore. Some carried civilians farther from the forge. One sent the System a formal request to define whether a dead woman's decision screen counted as an approved raid mechanic.

The System declined jurisdiction, and nobody inside the cradle room laughed.

A soul-state pulse touched the first nerve, though no hand moved.

Seven.

Memory channels lit in silence, giving Trevor no hint of the woman moving through them.

Six.

The scar registered without anyone touching it.

Five.

The body's HP stayed at one, MP and Stamina remained at zero, and no breath came.

CONTINUITY CHECK // 87%

The High Angel hit again, taking thirty HP from Trevor through the forge wall while his guard caught the rest.

He supplied ninety more current HP to the six faces. His bar fell from one hundred sixty-eight after the strike to seventy-eight.

Four, and the Dawn Inquisitor core entered the class socket.

Three, while the body registered a self but remained unoccupied.

Two.

CONTINUITY CHECK // 99%

One.

The final choice opened inside the soul-state screen.

ENTER LIVING BODY?

YES // NO

Trevor could see both buttons without touching either. Nothing pulsed toward him, no compatibility score twitched, and the System kept its mouth shut while the selection waited.

Trevor's six wings ached from holding the routes. Naomi's hands shook over a heart she still would not command. Petra's owner-free exit remained wide enough to lose Damaris forever. Adina had stopped writing because even exact words could become pressure at this threshold. Junia's sword stayed between the self-held class core and every claimant line, including Trevor's.

This was the last moment in which they could still imagine the answer.

After it, a woman would live or she would not.

SYSTEM // Self-assembly complete. She kept the scars, the contradictions, the damaged class core, and the stronger body. The claimant may now practice the advanced skill called waiting.
LEVEL // 56 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 78/533 | MP 231/544 | Stamina 267/473
Hope 340/340
Dissonance 188
Damaris Pike // conscious in soul-entry state
Living body action // none
Voice transmission // none
Owner root // none
Party link // none
ENTER LIVING BODY // awaiting Damaris Pike


The YES button lit, and the soul-state crossed the final boundary as the Divine body's chest tried to rise. The first living breath had not happened yet.


Chapter 34 — My Dead Girlfriend Respawned at One HP

The Divine body tried to breathe, but the first attempt moved no air.

Naomi held the heart at one HP without pushing breath into lungs that did not yet belong to a living person. Petra kept the route out open. Adina guarded memory channels from smoothing. Junia held the class core beyond Heaven's owner root.

Trevor held the door while the YES selection reached the body, and for one beat every System panel closed.

Damaris breathed, and the sound was not beautiful.

It scraped, caught, and ended in a wet cough that sprayed one bright drop of gold across Naomi's wrist. The forge tried to classify the failed rhythm as a defect. Naomi closed the diagnostic without smoothing it. A first breath did not owe Heaven grace.

Air entered with a raw, shallow sound as her chest rose under white forge light and gold blood moved through scar tissue. Dark eyes focused from inside the body instead of reflecting an autonomic test, while Trevor's party link stayed empty and the Choir found no purchase on that first breath.

DAMARIS PIKE // LIVING

HP // 1/390

MP // 0/310

STAMINA // 0/270

The System tried to display a congratulations banner, and Adina closed it before the first sparkle could insult anybody.

Naomi's hand hovered above Damaris's sternum, but she did not cast while the first breath hitched. The new heart stuttered and recovered. Damaris's focus moved from the forge ceiling to Naomi's face.

“May I heal what you choose?” Naomi asked.

Damaris blinked once, a small movement that belonged to the living woman inside the body.

“Yes,” she whispered through the damage in her throat.

The word rasped across new vocal cords and every contradictory memory Adina had preserved, becoming the first thing Damaris chose to say with breath again. Naomi spent thirty-two MP on Greater Mend only after the answer.

The spell asked Damaris which pain could be reduced. Seven answer lights opened around the scar and body seams. Damaris chose lungs, heart, and the torn muscles of entry. She left the Iron Orchard line untouched.

Naomi obeyed the selections exactly, stopping her healing at every unchosen edge. Green-white light restored eighty-nine HP without touching the scar, the memory wound, or the chosen class core.

Damaris's bar rose to ninety while she took a second breath, deeper than the first, and then a third.

Trevor did not move closer. He had imagined this moment until imagination felt like theft; in every stolen version, he reached her first, caught her, said something worthy, and learned whether grief could leave a body without tearing it open.

The real moment asked him to stand still and let Damaris decide who reached whom.

Damaris looked from the flail across Trevor's back to his six wing roots—four large wings, two small bright seeds—and then to the blue-white ends of hair that now fell below his hips. Dried blood marked the softer, gold-ringed eyes in a face Heaven kept making prettier without permission.

When her gaze reached his cheek, every death memory remained in it: the throne room, the interception, the share link she had closed, the last look, body deletion, sealed white, and the Reclamation Archive.

Trevor's mouth opened, but no joke survived. “Damaris.”

Her name broke in his doubled voice, too small for everything he had tried to put inside it.

Damaris lifted one hand on zero Stamina, and the arm trembled halfway toward him. Trevor stepped within reach and stopped, leaving her room to lower it; she did not. Her palm found his cheek, warm and callused in the right places, stronger than the empty vessel had been and still weak from three breaths.

She traced the cut the first heavenly lance had left when the invasion began.

“You blocked it with your face,” she said.

Tears blurred Trevor's sight. “The lane was understaffed.”

Damaris closed her eyes while her thumb stayed against his cheek. Nothing crossed the link and the empty slot remained empty; it was only her hand on him, exactly as much contact as she chose.

Naomi turned away first, crying without leaving healer range or withdrawing her offered hand.

Petra sat on the forge floor with both knives still in her hands. She had kept an exit open through every layer of Heaven. Now that Damaris could take it, Petra watched the route instead of the reunion.

Adina wrote nothing, leaving her book open to a blank page. Junia watched the class channels for any sign Heaven had smuggled itself into the return, and found none before the continuity tooth rose from the forge socket.

It stopped before Damaris's halo and waited for the choice it could not take from her.

ACCEPT WITNESS AUTHORITY?

The prompt faced Damaris, hiding the choice from Trevor until the tooth entered her new halo. Returned soul, living body, scars, memories, and self-directed entry matched without asking him for an opinion.

CONTINUITY // VERIFIED

RETURNED WITNESS AUTHORITY // GRANTED

The Dawn Inquisitor core evolved as white armor formed around Damaris without hiding her scar. Old flail calluses deepened into the class grip, and a divided halo appeared above her: two imperfect rings crossing without merging.

The System tested the Central Choir owner root first.

CENTRAL CHOIR // REJECTED

It tested Trevor next and found a claimant instead of an owner.

FOUNDER CLAIMANT // NOT OWNER

It tested the self-held judgment line last and finally found a valid foundation.

INDEPENDENT STANDARD // ACCEPTED

CLASS EVOLUTION // LEVEL 36 WITNESS JUSTICIAR

JUDGMENT BRAND // RETAINED

INDEPENDENT STANDARD // RETAINED

CONTRADICTORY VERDICT // LOCKED UNTIL FIRST LIVING HIT

Only after Damaris had chosen the body, the memories, and the authority for herself did Trevor's experience cross its own threshold. Level 57 raised his maximums without healing the wounds in his current bars, and beside Damaris's next breath, he barely felt the new power.

She withdrew her hand when the touch had reached its natural end, not as a promise and not as a rejection.

Damaris looked down at herself and tested each finger, the stronger wrists, the shoulders Naomi and Junia had left familiar, the legs Petra had given balance without destination, and the six dormant wing roots. Then she opened every System panel herself.

Trevor saw only the public lines because the private choices belonged to Damaris.

BODY // ACCEPTED BY OCCUPANT

SCARS // ACCEPTED, REVISION AVAILABLE LATER

MEMORY ACCESS // SELF-HELD

EXIT // OPEN

Damaris touched the scar, and her mouth twisted with neither gratitude nor horror, but recognition.

She looked at Naomi and touched the scar. “The wound?”

“Still yours,” Naomi said. “If you want treatment later, you ask.”

Petra raised the owner-free exit marker where Damaris could inspect its close control.

“This stays open. It goes wherever you set it.”

Adina showed the contradictory record list without hiding her own errors.

“Nothing canonical. Including what I remembered.”

Junia held up her sword. “No owner root survived the return.”

Damaris looked at each of them before giving the evidence her own verdict. “You did not agree on me.”

“No, not where it mattered,” Naomi said.

“Good. Agreement would have made another forge.”

Petra laughed once, sharp and breathless, and Damaris looked at her.

"You kept the exit?"

"Every ugly inch of it stayed open."

"Show me later."

Petra lowered her face. Trevor had seen her bleed without flinching. Those three words nearly folded her in half.

Adina finally wrote something on the blank page: SHOW ME LATER. She left the sentence without interpretation.

Junia and Damaris regarded each other across the cut owner root.

"You stayed unlinked," Damaris said.

"Yes, and I intend to remain that way."

"Good. Someone should be able to hit him from outside."

Trevor found half a laugh. "This reunion is becoming hostile."

Damaris's gaze returned to his still-straight nose. "It has not begun."

Trevor came last, forcing himself not to offer an apology large enough to become a request for comfort or a bargain for her return.

“No party link,” he said. “No Choir. No claim. You decide after you can stand.”

Damaris's eyes sharpened. “Good.” The word landed differently this time because it came from a living mouth.

The High Angel struck the forge wall, opening a crack above the cradle and spilling gold dust across Damaris's hair. She turned toward the impact before anyone else.

Damaris had ninety HP, no MP or Stamina, and less than a minute of life behind her; she still tried to stand.

Her legs shook under the stronger body until Damaris nodded and Naomi put one hand beneath her elbow.

Trevor unslung the flail that had pulled his shoulder loose, broken his Stamina bar, and failed to make him anything like its owner. He held out the handle without placing it in her grip, and when Damaris closed her fingers around it, the chain settled and the weapon's status changed.

CURRENT WIELDER FIT // PERFECT

The flail had never been waiting for a body or a claimant; it had been waiting for her.

SYSTEM // Return complete.
TREVOR DWYER // Level 56 + 1 -> 57 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 29 | Vitality 47 | Agility 44 | Focus 40 | Will 41 | Grace 48
HP 78/540 | MP 231/551 | Stamina 267/480
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 28 + 8 -> 36 — Witness Justiciar
ATTRIBUTES // Might 32 | Vitality 34 | Agility 22 | Focus 24 | Will 33 | Grace 27
HP 90/390 | MP 0/310 | Stamina 0/270 | Soul Resistance 84
Body continuity // verified
Death memory // retained
Iron Orchard wound // retained
Owner root // none
Party link // none
Choir link // none
Contradictory Verdict // locked until first living hit


Damaris stood with Naomi's chosen support, her flail in her own hand and every memory still hers. She looked at Trevor's straight nose just as the forge wall began to break.


Chapter 35 — She Broke My Nose Before the Kiss

Damaris had been alive for fifty-eight seconds when she broke Trevor's nose with her forehead, because both hands were busy with the flail. The wet crack sent Trevor staggering backward while four large wings and two small ones opened in offended sequence.

TREVOR DWYER // -12 HP

“Ow.”

Damaris swayed on ninety HP and no Stamina until Naomi caught her elbow.

“That,” Damaris said, breathing hard, “was for trying to tank my lane with your face.”

“It worked several times.”

“I saw the damage log.”

“Heaven showed you?”

“Your cheek did.”

Trevor touched his nose, watched blood run over his upper lip, and said, “Continuity verified.”

Damaris caught his collar, and for half a beat he thought she might hit him again. Then she kissed him. The kiss was not a test the System could score.

It was furious, unsteady, and chosen with a body still learning how much air it needed. Trevor kept his hands open at his sides until her grip tightened and Damaris pulled him closer first; only then did he touch her waist and feel warm armor over a living pulse. Her mouth knew him, her anger knew him, and desire arrived carrying the memory of death without erasing it.

Trevor tasted salt and could not tell whose tears had reached the kiss first.

Damaris broke away on a shallow breath. “Do not call this proof.”

“I won't.”

“Do not call the punch proof either.”

“My nose has strong views.”

She pressed one thumb against the bridge until pain flashed white. “Broken,” she said.

“You seem pleased.”

“I remember promising.”

The forge wall burst inward as a recall knight entered on six gold legs, dragging a chain attached to every Divine body in every cradle. Damaris's new body acquired a property tag before she could catch her breath.

FORGED VESSEL // RETURN TO INVENTORY

The gold chain hooked under her halo, and Damaris turned away from Trevor.

“Now can I prove something?”

“Yes.”

“Give me resources.”

He did not open a central transfer; he offered the last raid recovery draught.

RECOVERY DRAUGHT // 30 MP + 60 STAMINA

ACCEPT?

Damaris selected yes and drank, lighting the divided rings of her halo while Stamina reached her legs.

Naomi offered Greater Mend, and Damaris accepted before the knight reached them.

Thirty-two of Naomi's MP restored eighty-nine HP, bringing Damaris to one hundred seventy-nine before the recall knight charged.

RECALL KNIGHT // 2,400,000 HP

TARGET // FORGED VESSEL 01

Damaris planted her feet, and the stronger Divine body knew the motion because the self-assembly had kept her flail calluses, Petra's balance routes, and the Dawn Inquisitor core. It did not move exactly like her deleted body: the hips carried more force, six dormant wing roots altered the counterweight, and the heart reached a harder beat sooner. Damaris adjusted on the second step.

Her flail struck the knight's front knee for forty-eight thousand damage, opening the joint and giving Damaris her first living hit. The System skipped the fireworks and ran the only check that mattered.

CONTINUITY COMBAT CHECK // PASSED

CONTRADICTORY VERDICT // UNLOCKED

The recall knight defended the strike as theft of forge property.

BODY MANUFACTURED BY CENTRAL CHOIR // TRUE

PROPERTY MUST RETURN // DERIVED

Damaris spent twenty-four MP. Two lines appeared beneath her divided halo as she raised the flail again.

“This body came from your forge,” she said.

FORGE-BUILT // TRUE

“This body entered my continuity by my choice.”

SELF-CHOSEN // TRUE

Contradictory Verdict made the knight defend both truths at once: creation pulled toward ownership while continuity denied it, and the chain split between the readings.

Damaris's second hit broke the property tag. Naomi drove a Mercy Pane through the exposed leg, Petra routed the broken chain around the knight's spine, Adina labeled RETURN as an action requiring a subject, and Junia cut the owner's name. Trevor kept the empty front-line slot open instead of filling it while Damaris fought beside the formation.

Together, they brought the recall knight down without making Damaris's return a repetition of the old formation.

RECALL KNIGHT // 0/2,400,000 HP

Only then did Damaris open Trevor's party interface. The front-line slot remained empty instead of reaching for her, and her new Witness Justiciar portrait waited outside the formation.

JOIN

DECLINE

DECIDE LATER

All three buttons had the same size. Damaris read the terms, changed two of them herself, and said, “Open Grace only. I keep my own targets, my close button, and the right to tell your formation call to go fuck itself.”

Trevor unlocked the refusal line. “It would not feel like home otherwise.”

Her gaze moved to Junia. “She stays outside.”

“I decide where I stay,” Junia said, “and yes.”

Trevor handed control back without touching JOIN, and Damaris selected it herself. The front-line portrait became living green-white, and Damaris's presence returned to Trevor's awareness only after breath, healing, anger, desire, one completed combat action, and one dead recall knight.

PARTY LINK // FRESH, VOLUNTARY

CHOIR LINK // LIMITED TO OPEN GRACE SUPPORT

OWNER ROOT // NONE

The party did not return to the formation Damaris had died in. She occupied the front lane while Naomi's triage stayed independent, Petra's routes stayed unmapped, Adina's calls used the new contradiction language, and Junia remained an unlinked guest.

Trevor's empty-lane build did not vanish. Open Slot Guard changed its description.

OPEN SLOT GUARD // MAY PROTECT A CHOSEN ABSENCE OR AN OCCUPIED ROLE'S RIGHT TO LEAVE

Damaris read it.

“That is almost intelligent.”

“The System has been around me too long.”

The cleared forge administrator dropped one ten-minute recovery room before the true-body raid.

RECOVERY ROOM // 10:00

ONE FULL ENCOUNTER RESTORE ON EXIT

DOOR LOCK // LOCAL CONTROL

Naomi listened to Damaris's heart and lungs, then made her name the last five minutes before her death while Petra opened and closed the owner-free exit twice. Adina asked what the white throne had smelled like; Damaris answered burned hair and sanctified shit, which made Adina's shoulders loosen. Junia traced every rank line in the fresh link with her sword tip and found nothing trying to kneel.

Damaris looked at Trevor. “Private.”

Trevor followed because he wanted to, and Damaris closed the recovery-room door without locking either side.

Trevor waited while his heart hammered harder than it had under the forge wipe. Damaris set the flail down. She removed the new gauntlets one finger at a time and tested her bare hands against his chest as if he were another continuity check she intended to conduct personally.

“I remember wanting you before I died,” she said.

Her thumbs traced the edge of his broken armor before she pulled it apart.

“I want you now. Those are not the same choice.”

“What do you choose now?”

She pushed the armor open. “You.”

The word warmed every doubled note in his voice.

“No System help,” she said. “No shared sensations, and if I stop, you stop.”

“Before you finish the word.”

“Good.”

Damaris kissed him again and backed him into the wall.

The stronger body was still low on Stamina. Desire did not pretend otherwise. They moved slowly when her breath demanded it and fiercely when it did not.

Armor came off in pieces while Trevor's long hair tangled around her callused hands.

Her mouth found the new line where his lower wings joined his back. Both small wing seeds flared at once and knocked a lamp from its hook.

Damaris laughed against his throat, and the sound broke something open in him that grief had held closed since the throne room.

She tried the touch again only after he asked, and he felt her smile against his skin.

Her hand slipped between his thighs, firm enough to steal the next breath from his doubled voice. Trevor's wings scraped the wall. He answered with his mouth at her throat and one hand under the last strap at her hip. Damaris guided the other lower, telling him with pressure and movement what this living body wanted now.

They found a rhythm on the narrow bench, awkward where six wings crowded the stone and hungry everywhere else. Damaris set the pace. Trevor followed until her breath steadied, then changed it when she pulled him harder against her. Every reaction belonged to the woman in his arms: the sharp sound she made against his shoulder, the tremor through her powerful legs, the way her fingers tightened in his hair when pleasure climbed too high for another joke.

Trevor said her name. Damaris answered with his, angry and alive, and the release broke through them in uneven waves. She held him through the shaking instead of letting the recovery field smooth it away. He kept his face against her neck until her pulse slowed beneath his mouth.

The women guarding the other side of the door knew exactly why stone had scraped and a lamp had fallen, but the fresh party link carried none of it. Damaris had come back outside every owner field, and what she wanted from Trevor reached him through her hands, her mouth, and the pressure of her powerful legs—not through a System shortcut pretending to be intimacy.

When the ten-minute warning sounded, they were tangled together on the narrow recovery bench, breathless and unfinished in the way living people were allowed to be.

Damaris rested her forehead against Trevor's unbroken cheek.

“I am still angry.”

“I was hoping.”

“I still love you.”

His answer caught beneath his ribs.

“I love you.”

“Do not make me regret returning.”

The words were not romantic; they were better because they belonged to a future she had chosen to risk.

“I will make different mistakes.”

“That was not the promise.”

“No. It was the honest part.”

Damaris kissed the side of his broken nose with deliberate cruelty.

The cleared-boss reward finally remembered to activate before the room dismissed them.

ONE ENCOUNTER RESTORE // CONSUMED

Trevor's HP, MP, and Stamina reached their current maximums along with Damaris's, and the room's light went gray after its single use.

They dressed before the timer expired. Damaris let Trevor fasten three of the new back plates around her dormant wing roots, then did the fourth herself after he chose the wrong notch.

When the door opened, every Divine cradle in the forge activated and the High Angel's true voice entered the room.

RECALL ALL FORGED BODIES

Damaris's new body turned toward Heaven against her chosen stance.

SYSTEM // She came back, broke his nose, killed a recall knight, and joined because she chose to. If Heaven still needs proof, Heaven may file a complaint with the flail.
TREVOR DWYER // Level 57
HP 540/540 | MP 551/551 | Stamina 480/480
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 390/390 | MP 310/310 | Stamina 270/270
Contradictory Verdict // 24 MP | 1 beat
Party link // fresh, voluntary
Owner root // none
RECALL ALL FORGED BODIES // ACTIVE


Damaris's feet began sliding toward the forge gate. Her hand found the flail.

Trevor's six wings opened.


Chapter 36 — Heaven Tried to Recall My Girlfriend

Damaris's feet slid toward the forge gate, and every other Divine body rose from its cradle to follow. Gold inventory chains entered bone, wing root, heartbeat, and breath. Heaven did not need to target Damaris's soul when it believed everything around her belonged on a shelf.

RECALL ALL FORGED BODIES

VESSEL OWNER // CENTRAL CHOIR

SOUL CONSENT // NOT REQUIRED

Damaris drove her flail into the floor hard enough to crack white stone.

“I choose to remain in the body I accepted.”

Her body continued sliding, and both boots carved trenches toward the gate.

Trevor opened Open Slot Guard over her lane for twenty-four MP.

The recall passed through Trevor's defense without slowing.

ERROR // ROLE NO LONGER VACANT

The skill collapsed and returned its full twenty-four-MP activation cost because it had found no valid empty target.

Damaris still moved, so Trevor spent thirty-six MP on Many-Voices Guard and left all six shield faces unassigned. Damaris took the chain in her bones, Naomi guarded heartbeat and breath, Petra covered the owner-free exit, Adina challenged the word FORGED, and Junia accepted a shield without accepting a Choir link so she could cut at OWNER. Trevor kept the sixth face over the YES Damaris had chosen inside character creation.

The recall struck all six separately aimed faces at the same instant.

Ninety damage entered Trevor's shared HP pool, dropping him from five hundred forty to four hundred fifty while all six shield faces moved separately. Damaris pulled against bone, Naomi kept the heart from interpreting stillness as death, and Petra opened a route belonging to the body now rather than the forge then. Adina split one word into two statements.

BUILT HERE // TRUE

OWNED HERE // DISPUTED

Junia cut the root treating creation as permanent authority while Trevor kept Damaris's self-directed entry choice visible. The High Angel increased recall power until every empty cradle became a mouth.

Hundreds of unfinished bodies streamed past. Some had wings without faces. Some had hearts and no bones. Some wore the smiling previews Trevor had refused. All carried owner chains toward Heaven.

A second recall beat dropped Trevor's HP to three hundred sixty and lifted Damaris's new body an inch from the floor. Her flail tore free, but she drove it down again.

“Let go of the body,” the High Angel said. “The witness will be issued another.”

Damaris spent twenty-four MP on Contradictory Verdict without asking Trevor to supply the judgment.

The divided rings above her halo turned against one another as she named the truths Heaven wanted to keep separate.

“This body came from your forge under your rules.”

FORGE-BUILT // TRUE

“This body entered my continuity only through my choice.”

SELF-CHOSEN // TRUE

The recall defended both truths, with creation pulling one way and continuity the other, until Damaris stopped moving for one precious beat.

The High Angel used the pause to strengthen the owner claim.

CREATOR AUTHORITY // PRIME

Junia struck PRIME and found a root descending farther than the forge. The root descended through Central Choir and Morning Throne toward something below both, then vanished before Junia could name it.

A third recall beat hit Trevor for ninety and left him at two hundred seventy HP.

Damaris's Stamina fell through the strain. Her new muscles had chosen the stance, but choice did not make the chain weaker. Fifty-nine Stamina vanished by the time the flail found purchase again.

The Level 58 preview opened around Trevor while the shield faces strained apart.

COUNTERPOINT FIELD I

PRESERVE SIX SEPARATE ACTIONS INSIDE ONE FORCED UNISON

SIXFOLD SANCTUARY

BLOCK ONE PARTY WIPE WHEN SIX LIVING ALLIES HOLD SIX DIFFERENT PARTS FOR ONE BEAT

The requirement demanded six living allies, and Trevor counted Damaris, Naomi, Petra, Adina, Junia, and himself. Six. He had fought all the way through Heaven around an empty lane, but filling it had not restored the old formation; it had made a new six-person answer possible.

The recall became a party wipe before anyone had time to enjoy that answer.

ALL FORGED BODIES // RETURN IN 3

A fourth ninety-damage beat dropped Trevor to one hundred eighty while each person held one shield face.

2

A fifth beat left him with ninety HP and all six targets still separately protected.

1

Damaris held continuity while Naomi held life, Petra held the exit, Adina held meaning, Junia held judgment, and Trevor held the open door. Nobody surrendered an aim. The requirement completed when no shield holder surrendered her direction.

Level 58 changed Trevor inside the wipe. Bone opened beneath his two small wing seeds, and white-blue feathers filled the forge as six rescue wings reached full span around his petite body. The evolution stole another inch from his height and settled his narrow athletic shape deeper into the cute angel build Heaven had designed: a tighter waist, a softer face, and blue-gold stars caught in below-hip blonde hair even beneath the recall shadow. His posture remained his, and his identity panel remained male.

TREVOR DWYER // HE/HIM

IDENTITY CHANGE // NONE

The new muscle and light channels in those completed wings added seven usable Stamina rather than granting him a convenient level refill.

WING COMPLETION STAMINA // +7

His bar reached the new maximum of 487, but his ninety current HP did not move. Counterpoint Field I unlocked, and Trevor spent thirty-two MP before the recall could restart.

The field opened with no central rhythm. Damaris's flail landed heavy and late, Naomi's heartbeat shield pulsed twice, Petra's exit cut between beats, Adina's word arrived before the action it named, and Junia's judgment refused the timing lane. Trevor's six wings kept every incompatible beat audible inside Heaven's one command.

The recall could no longer call them unison, so Heaven named them a failed formation instead.

PARTY WIPE // EXECUTE

Sixfold Sanctuary cost forty-eight MP from Trevor's already depleted bar.

Trevor cast it at ninety HP and closed the last prompt when it tried to select a leader for the six parts. Damaris held continuity, Naomi life, Petra exit, Adina meaning, and Junia judgment, while Trevor held the open door through which all five choices could remain separate.

The sanctuary fired through six separately aimed wings and one shared HP pool.

One party wipe became six survivable impacts. Trevor's HP stopped at one, and Damaris slammed into the forge floor at twelve HP instead of crossing the gate. Naomi's heartbeat shield caught her while Petra's exit closed behind the choice to remain, Adina's definition stayed in the System log, and Junia severed the final visible owner root. Trevor's door remained open after everything else shut.

The recall failed, dropping every unfinished body back into its cradle and blanking the smiling previews. Damaris remained where she had chosen to stand, one hand locked around the flail.

Choosing to stay did not make the forged body less damaged. One wing root had split, gold blood ran from both knees, and her new heart skipped every fourth beat until Naomi stabilized it. There was no purity in the pain and nothing effortless about the pose; this was simply where Damaris had decided to stand while paying the cost herself.

Petra reopened the owner-free exit beside her.

"The owner-free exit is still available," she said.

Damaris checked it before nodding. "Keep it that way."

The continuity tooth completed its authority upgrade inside her halo.

RETURNED JUDGMENT WITNESS // ACTIVE

The right-hand socket on the forge lock filled with Damaris's returned authority.

RETURNED JUDGMENT // DAMARIS PIKE

The forge road opened, and so did the censored line beneath it.

FOUNDER CLAIMANT // TREVOR DWYER

RETURNED JUDGMENT // DAMARIS PIKE

FINAL RAID KEY // INCOMPLETE UNTIL HIGH ANGEL DEATH

Trevor read the new lock from the floor at one HP.

“The returned witness opened forge access,” he said.

Damaris looked from the road to the final line.

“It opened something else beneath the road.”

“Yes, and Heaven still refuses to name it.”

“You knew.”

“I knew there was a succession trial. Not what it did.”

“And you opened the door.”

“I claimed that consequence.”

Damaris dragged herself close enough to look down at him, gold blood tracing both knees.

“You are still an idiot,” she said.

“A continuous idiot with verified identity.”

Her hand closed around the front of his armor, though she did not hit him yet.

Beyond the gate, the High Angel's true body waited with six fortress wings spread across Heaven and a health bar opening from one horizon to the other.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL // TRUE BODY

HP // 60,000,000

SYSTEM // Heaven tried to shelve Damaris. Damaris objected with a flail, five incompatible allies, and one offensively pretty open door. Recall failed.
TREVOR DWYER // Level 57 + 1 -> 58 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 29 | Vitality 48 | Agility 45 | Focus 41 | Will 41 | Grace 49
HP 1/548 | MP 435/558 | Stamina 487/487
Counterpoint Field I // 32 MP
Sixfold Sanctuary // 48 MP | one party wipe | six living holders
Full six wings // acquired
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 12/390 | MP 286/310 | Stamina 211/270
Body continuity // verified
Owner root // none
RETURNED JUDGMENT WITNESS // ACTIVE


Naomi crawled toward them with one healing spell left while Trevor and Damaris looked through the gate together. The final raid waited, and this time the front-line slot belonged to the woman herself—who still had an exit.


Chapter 37 — The Final Boss Had a Second Final Form

The Sanctioned High Angel returned with sixty million HP and a fortress where its body should have been. Six white towers formed its wings around the cathedral engine in its chest. The first body's three stance bars rotated behind walls made from the sixty thousand angels Trevor's raid had freed and the empty owner frames Heaven had prepared to replace them.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL // TRUE FORM

HP // 60,000,000

FORTRESS PHASE // ACTIVE

CITY TARGETING // AVAILABLE THROUGH OPEN GATE

The captured carrier held one final raid-checkpoint charge, because Heaven preferred its generosity irreversible.

FINAL RAID CHECKPOINT // ONE USE

INDIVIDUAL ACCEPTANCE REQUIRED

Every living participant received a separate prompt. Trevor and Damaris accepted, while Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia made their own choices.

Sixty-four Free Company groups answered locally. Three declined because they were leaving the raid with wounded people. Their bars stayed where they were and no penalty followed. The rest accepted.

Trevor returned to 548 HP, 558 MP, and 487 Stamina, while Damaris reached 390 HP, 310 MP, and 270 Stamina. Then the charge burned out.

FINAL RAID CHECKPOINT // EMPTY

Damaris took the front lane without restoring the formation that had failed in the throne room. Naomi kept independent triage, Petra kept her routes unlisted, Adina used contradiction callouts instead of party-wide hymns, and Junia remained an unlinked guest.

Damaris's fresh Open Grace support granted no automatic interception and no Burden Share. Trevor opened six target lanes without assigning any of them.

“Call your action.”

Damaris studied the fortress.

“Break the gate gun.”

Naomi chose the soul-artillery wards, Petra the left-wing route, Adina the command bells, and Junia the judgment tower. The Free Company groups divided themselves among civilian defense, fortress weak points, and evacuation while Trevor chose the cathedral heart. Six broad plans opened without waiting for a countdown, and the raid began.

Damaris's return changed every distance.

Naomi kept drifting toward the range where her old Burden Share casts had landed, then correcting to the independent triage lane she had built while Damaris was dead. Petra offered routes to Damaris and looked offended each time Damaris checked them before accepting. Adina started one familiar battle hymn, broke the shared refrain herself, and replaced it with six call signs that could overlap without synchronizing.

Junia and Damaris crossed sword and flail paths once above the first prayer tower. During the Sovereign Core raid, the collision would have become an Inquisitor formation. Now Junia withdrew her white point before the class roots could pair.

Damaris noticed. "Still outside?"

"Yes."

"Stay useful."

Junia's answering smile contained enough old religious menace to make Trevor feel briefly sorry for the fortress.

His own instincts were worse. Every time Damaris entered danger, the formation offered the old share link as a remembered solution, and every time he closed it before the prompt reached her.

She saw the third refusal.

"You can ask," she said.

"During the sixty-million-HP boss?"

"No. Ask whether I want the line."

Trevor did.

Damaris checked the mechanic, the open exits, and her new class. "Not yet."

He let the answer change the formation instead of his expression.

The fortress fired through the open gate, sending gold shells across Heaven toward Trevor's city. One hit a cathedral roof used as a field hospital. Another struck Relay Twelve's tower. A third targeted the owner-free routes Petra had left open for retreat.

The High Angel wanted Trevor to close the gate, abandon the counter-raid, and save only the people already on his side, so he opened more exits.

Free Company II let local groups pass support directly without waiting for Trevor.

City healers received Naomi's triage limits without receiving her commands. Rooftop scouts passed Petra's route warnings onward. Adina's record of Heaven's edits broadcast through every bell. Junia's self-held judgment gave freed angels a way to cut owner chains without joining Trevor's Choir.

Damaris reached the first gate gun. The tower recognized its own forge work in her bones and opened recall shielding.

TARGET BODY // FORGE PROPERTY

DAMAGE FROM PROPERTY // INVALID

Damaris spent twenty-four MP on Contradictory Verdict. The flail was forge-built, but the hand holding it belonged to a continuous self. Both lines struck, and the recall shield defended creation while missing choice. Her flail broke the first tower for 320,000 damage.

Trevor used Wingway II for twenty-six Stamina. Six aerial routes opened around the fortress.

Damaris took hers around the fortress instead of toward Trevor's heart target, exposing a second gate gun hidden behind a prayer tower.

“There,” she called.

Trevor saw it through the view she willingly opened and changed his target because she had supplied better information, not because the party had returned to an old habit.

The second gun fired. A white shell caught Damaris's shoulder for thirty-eight HP and tore forty-six Stamina from her flight line. She stayed in the air by taking Petra's offered route, not Trevor's.

A separate fortress impact took twenty-three more Stamina from Trevor as he kept six endpoints open.

Many-Voices Guard cost thirty-six MP and opened six faces. Damaris aimed at the gate guns, Naomi at civilians, Petra at collapsing routes, Adina at broadcast towers, and Junia at freed angels under owner fire without accepting a Choir link. Trevor aimed the last face into the empty air between their targets, leaving room to change.

The city volley struck, and Trevor supplied one hundred twenty HP to the shield pool, dropping his bar to 428. The faces refused to line up: Naomi caught the hospital shell, Petra moved a route after its projectile had committed, Adina preserved the edit broadcast, and Junia shielded a cluster of freed angels until they cut their own chains. Damaris broke the second gun while Trevor's empty face caught nothing, which was why the others still had space to move.

The volley failed.

Free Company groups hit four different weak points.

Relay Eleven did not return to the fortress. Its better angle became an evacuation corridor when the second city shell opened the hospital roof. Group Six abandoned the forge door to keep that corridor from collapsing. NO MORE KNEELING carried the wounded wall angels through it and refused every owner prompt the fortress attached to rescue.

The missing damage let one tower regenerate armor, but Trevor did not recall the companies that had chosen rescue.

WE WERE LOAD-BEARING found a structural seam because they had spent centuries feeling Heaven's weight through their spines. They marked it for anyone who wanted the risk. Four smaller companies chose to strike.

The seam opened, dropping boss HP to 54,000,000 and exposing the fortress heart as a creator key turned inside it.

RETURNED WITNESS DETECTED

FINAL RAID PROGRESSION // VALID

TRUE BODY EXPOSURE // AUTHORIZED

The boss had needed Damaris alive to enter this phase, and the realization fouled Trevor's next breath.

Damaris had not been resurrected as a key. She stood beside him breathing hard, choosing targets, and carrying her own death. But Heaven had also designed a lock around the authority her return created.

Both truths remained, and Trevor refused the comfort of discarding either one. He saw the clue but still read it as a forge lock.

A genuine Returned Witness could expose the true body. That was why the first body had retreated. That was why Heaven had delayed the full health bar until after resurrection.

The explanation fit the raid well enough to feel safe.

Damaris looked at the key.

“It has been waiting for my class.”

“Yes.”

“For more than the body.”

“Yes.”

The creator key completed one turn inside the heart.

SUCCESSION STATE // 5/6

Gold censorship closed the line before Trevor could show Damaris, and then the city screamed through every relay as the fortress stopped shooting at the raid. All six towers aimed through the open gate.

SYSTEM // True-form raid engaged. Damaris took the front lane without resurrecting the old formation, so the fortress has chosen the tactically mature response of shooting the entire city.
TREVOR DWYER // Level 58
HP 428/548 | MP 522/558 | Stamina 438/487
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 352/390 | MP 286/310 | Stamina 224/270
Sanctioned High Angel // 54,000,000/60,000,000 HP
Gate guns // 4/6
City targeting // locked
RETURNED WITNESS // raid progression valid


Trevor opened every Free Company channel.

“Local defense. Choose your targets.”

The answer returned as arguments, incomplete maps, shouted names, and fire from places Trevor had not selected. It was a terrible choir and a functioning city.

The High Angel fired every tower at the city.


Chapter 38 — Damaris Locked the Wrong Resource Bar

Before the first shell reached Trevor's city, the High Angel locked every HP bar.

RESOURCE LOCK // HP

Healing stopped, but damage did not.

Sixty-four Free Company groups watched red bars fall without moving upward.

The lock turned pain into a citywide clock. A baker on the east wall held one HP with a roof beam through her thigh. Two freed angels carried a child whose bar showed three. Relay Twenty-Six kept fighting at nine because the soldiers beneath its shield had less.

Trevor saw all of them through the open support requests and could not heal one by command. Naomi could, and she did not ask him for priorities.

Naomi cast Greater Mend. The spell left her staff, reached a wounded angel, and froze as a green number that could not enter the bar. She canceled the spell before its MP cost completed.

“Preserve edges,” she said.

Mercy Panes still worked because they did not raise HP.

Naomi spent twenty-two MP per ten panes. Local healers did the same with their own skills. Across the city, thousands of people reached one HP and stayed there behind thin green-white glass.

The fortress opened its damage window with the confidence of a machine that believed suffering counted as balance.

HP LOCK CORE // VULNERABLE TO MP + STAMINA

Trevor spent thirty-six MP on Many-Voices Guard. Damaris aimed one face at the resource core, Naomi at the one-HP patients, Petra at shell routes, Adina at command bells, and Junia at the authority defining LOCKED, while Trevor covered the city gate.

The first shell recoil took forty-one HP from him. Wingway paths and constant repositioning burned eighty-two Stamina across the phase. Damaris lost twenty-seven HP and twenty-four Stamina reaching the lock itself.

She spent twenty-four MP on Contradictory Verdict.

“HP is locked.”

HP LOCKED // TRUE

“HP is still changing.”

The city bars kept dropping beneath the label.

HP CHANGING // TRUE

The fortress had to defend fixed bars and falling bars on the same beat, and its definition split.

Naomi's one-HP patients became both unable to heal and eligible to survive, opening one green frame between those states—not a permanent unlock, just one action.

Every local healer had to choose a target before the frame closed. Naomi selected the hospital roof while the others chose their own patients, and green numbers landed without a central triage command moving through Trevor.

Naomi's choice saved the hospital roof. A healer in Relay Twenty-Six chose the soldiers under its shield. The child's mother chose the child before herself. One freed angel chose an enemy still pinned beneath Heaven's owner chain.

The choices did not produce the mathematically largest survival number; they produced people who knew why each hand had moved.

The city rose above fatal range while fortress walls split and boss HP fell from 54,000,000 to 42,000,000.

The High Angel changed locks.

RESOURCE LOCK // MP

Every spell bar froze. Active skills continued draining costs they could not record. Any unpaid effect would convert its cost to HP.

Trevor closed Living Vessel.

Damaris no longer needed a trace route.

LIVING VESSEL // CLOSED

MAINTENANCE // ENDED

The return evidence remained in the witness keys and in Damaris's continuous, living body.

Counterpoint Field would survive the lock only if paid before it sealed.

Trevor spent thirty-two MP to keep six actions separate inside the fortress's unison field, and then MP froze.

The silence after magic stopped was physical. Trevor's halo dimmed. Naomi's staff became ordinary wood. Adina's blue script fell from the air as harmless ink. Junia's owner-cutting edge lost its white fire.

Damaris rolled her shoulder beneath the stronger Divine bones and smiled without humor.

"Good," she said. "I remember how to hit things poor."

She caught the flail chain in both hands and used the fortress's own recoil to swing around a prayer buttress. Trevor followed on wing strength alone, his smaller body dragged hard by six spans of feathers. Damaris did not reach back automatically. She called the stone lip beside her, and he chose it.

Petra and Junia attacked with Stamina, Damaris used the physical weight of her flail, Naomi directed triage by hand signals, and Adina abandoned Open Gospel to ring the fortress's own bells. Trevor flew.

Fifty-seven Stamina left him during the spellless phase. Fifty-two HP followed when a judgment-shell caught his lower wings. Damaris lost twenty-seven HP and twenty-one Stamina reaching the lock.

“MP is locked,” she said.

MP LOCKED // TRUE

“A paid field remains active.”

COUNTERPOINT FIELD // ACTIVE

Contradictory Verdict was still on cooldown, leaving Damaris unable to force both lines into the boss's defense. Adina heard them and rang one through a cracked bell while Junia held the second inside self-owned judgment. The statements stayed separate for one beat, opening a smaller damage window without the signature skill—still enough.

Junia's ordinary steel rang against the hinge one beat before Petra's knife. Adina's cracked bell call arrived late and ugly. Naomi's hand signal reached only four of the six lanes. Damaris adjusted the flail swing after seeing Trevor fall out of position.

The damage frame worked because none of them waited to become perfect. Petra's knife found the hinge, Damaris's flail broke it, and Free Company artillery struck from twelve local angles until boss HP fell to 33,000,000.

The High Angel changed locks.

RESOURCE LOCK // STAMINA

Flight became falling before Trevor could fold his wings.

The city vanished above Trevor, then Heaven turned sideways around him. His long hair wrapped across his face. Six useless wings tried to remember air. Damaris fell thirty feet away with her flail chain rising like a black line between them.

His body wanted to grab the chain, and the old formation wanted Damaris to throw it, but neither acted for the other.

Petra's separately aimed shield caught Trevor first, while Naomi's caught Damaris. The order was not romantic; it was what the women had chosen before gravity became panic.

Petra's routes froze halfway. Damaris's flail stopped at the top of its arc. Trevor's six wings turned into dead weight.

The lock stripped seventy Stamina from his bar as stored movement became impossible. A fortress edge caught him during the fall for thirty-four HP.

Damaris lost twenty-seven HP and twenty-eight Stamina under the same lock.

Trevor spent thirty-six MP on Many-Voices Guard, and each person aimed one face below someone else: Naomi caught Damaris, Damaris caught Junia, Junia caught Adina, Adina caught Petra, Petra caught Trevor, and Trevor caught Naomi.

They fell through one another's separately chosen protection instead of sharing one platform.

Damaris's Contradictory Verdict came off cooldown, and she spent twenty-four MP before the fall could end.

“Stamina is locked.”

STAMINA LOCKED // TRUE

“Falling is movement.”

MOVEMENT // TRUE

The lock defended both truths and opened one safe action frame during the fall. Petra completed a route, Adina moved one command word, Naomi repositioned a Mercy Pane, Junia finished a sword beat, Trevor drove one wing stroke into dead air, and Damaris completed the flail arc. Six hits landed together, breaking the resource core and dropping boss HP to 25,000,000.

The three resource-lock ledgers closed at once.

Damaris landed beside Trevor when Stamina unlocked. Neither had enough breath for relief.

"You did not take my chain," she said.

"You did not offer it."

"Good."

He looked at her.

"I am beginning to resent that word."

"Earn a different one."

The exchange lasted one heartbeat before Damaris's prior death opened inside the boss.

Trevor had lost one hundred twenty-seven HP, spent one hundred four MP, and burned or lost two hundred nine Stamina. Damaris had lost eighty-one HP, spent forty-eight MP, and burned seventy-three Stamina. No convenient refill appeared after either cost ledger closed.

The fortress abandoned resource locks and opened its cathedral heart, revealing an old throne-room recording inside.

Damaris stood at six HP on a white return path—not the living woman beside Trevor, but a prior action record.

The Founder Judgment targeted Trevor and every soul behind him.

FOUNDER JUDGMENT // RESTORED

REQUIRED INTERCEPTION // DAMARIS PIKE

Damaris's fresh party settings rejected automatic Burden Share, so the boss used her history instead.

SYSTEM // HP, MP, and Stamina locks broken. The boss has responded by equipping the mechanic it remembers winning, because trauma apparently counts as a reusable asset.
TREVOR DWYER // Level 58
HP 301/548 | MP 418/558 | Stamina 229/487
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 271/390 | MP 238/310 | Stamina 151/270
Sanctioned High Angel // 25,000,000/60,000,000 HP
FOUNDER JUDGMENT // active
Required sacrifice // Damaris Pike


The white path opened beneath Damaris's feet.

Trevor's body remembered the last time before his mind did, but Damaris stepped away from the recording.


Chapter 39 — The Sacrifice Prompt Chose the Boss

The white death path opened beneath Damaris's feet, and the System waited for everyone to repeat the worst choice from the throne room.

FOUNDER JUDGMENT // 8 BEATS

INTERCEPTOR // DAMARIS PIKE

BURDEN SHARE // DISABLED BY INTERCEPTOR HISTORY

The old action record moved first, sending recorded Damaris onto the line at six HP while the living woman stepped off. The path followed her, and Trevor froze.

He knew better. He had fought through every layer of Heaven learning better. His body still lunged toward the share-link prompt with the speed of an old wound.

Damaris caught his wrist before he could touch it.

"Do not make my refusal depend on you saving me from it."

"It is targeting the city."

"Then help me change the target."

Her fingers released him before agreement could become restraint.

Trevor put both hands where she could see them and looked at the mechanic instead of the six-HP recording. The old Damaris continued toward death. The living one stood beside him with her own bar, her own class, and fury strong enough to steady both of them.

“No.”

INTERCEPTION REQUIRED.

“Find another cost.”

The Founder Judgment widened. The boss targeted Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia as splash souls, then added the freed wall angels and the city beyond the open gate.

It knew Damaris would not let the beam pass through everyone else merely to prove she could refuse.

The cruelty was exact. Heaven had learned that it could coerce a free choice without touching the chooser: put enough other bodies behind the decision, make love carry the knife, and call the only survivable answer voluntary.

Across the city, people began opening their own exits from the Founder Judgment's splash field. Some could not move. Some chose to stay beside the wounded. Some freed angels cut loose from Trevor's support because the beam followed founder connections.

Links darkened one by one, each a local survival choice made under pressure rather than an abandonment Trevor had the right to name.

The sight frightened Trevor in a shape he had no time to name.

FOUNDER JUDGMENT // 6 BEATS

Trevor reached for Sixfold Sanctuary.

COOLDOWN // ACTIVE

The skill had stopped the recall wipe once and refused to become a second free miracle.

Many-Voices Guard could divide damage, but not bodily deletion into survivable pieces. Open Grace could offer exits, yet the beam followed every route connected to the founder. Trevor saw the trap.

Heaven was not forcing Damaris to choose death; it was arranging enough other deaths that refusal looked selfish.

Damaris looked at the fortress.

“The High Angel is protecting Heaven.”

The boss accepted the statement.

PROTECTOR // TRUE

“The High Angel is using Heaven as a weapon against its own people.”

The boss rejected it.

JAILER // FALSE

Damaris spent twenty-four MP on Contradictory Verdict.

Both lines entered her divided halo.

PROTECTOR // TRUE

JAILER // TRUE

The High Angel had to defend Heaven from itself while using Heaven to coerce Damaris's sacrifice. Founder Judgment searched for the body responsible for both conditions and found more than one convenient answer.

The High Angel tried to push the jailer truth onto its lowest-ranked wall angels. Damaris rejected the substitution.

"Who issued the mechanic?"

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL.

"Who selected my prior death as precedent?"

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL.

"Who aimed it through civilians?"

The System delayed long enough to sound ashamed.

Adina rang the command log through every bell the fortress had failed to silence.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL.

Damaris closed her hand around the answer, and the white path moved away from her feet.

VALID COST-BEARER // SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL

The boss tried to cancel the cast, but Junia spent twenty-six MP on Sever Owner Field and cut its authority. Adina recorded the target change in the same log as the first death, Petra severed the route back toward Damaris, and Naomi spread Mercy Panes across every one-HP city bar still inside the splash field.

Trevor spent thirty-six MP on Many-Voices Guard. Five faces held the city, the freed wall angels, the raid, Damaris's living body, and the old death record; Junia accepted the sixth outside the Choir and aimed it at the judgment target.

The timer reached three.

The High Angel attempted to merge all protection under Trevor and restore Damaris as the only separate cost. Trevor answered with thirty-two MP of Counterpoint Field, keeping six actions separate: Naomi preserved lives, Petra cut the path, Adina preserved evidence, Junia cut authority, Damaris named the bearer, and Trevor held the route open.

FOUNDER JUDGMENT // 1 BEAT

The fortress fired a recoil beam through Trevor's wings. Thirty-four HP vanished. Damaris held the verdict through forty damage and eight Stamina of strain.

The timer reached zero, and Founder Judgment struck the High Angel. White deletion light entered its cathedral heart, erased ten million HP, and took one tower-wing with it.

The sixty thousand angels built into its walls fell free instead of becoming splash targets. Free Company routes caught them in separate groups. No central claim took their fall.

Damaris remained alive beside the old record of her death.

The fortress tried to hide the freed angels' fall behind its damage numbers. Naomi refused the summary view. Petra opened individual routes under bodies she could reach. Junia cut owner lines in the order the falling angels named themselves. Adina broadcast names instead of a victory count.

Trevor caught no one personally. His companies did, their companies did, and people with no link to him did; the rescue existed without becoming his achievement.

The destroyed tower released a fixed twelve-Stamina recoil charge to the registered opposing founder.

JUDGMENT RECOIL // +12 STAMINA

Trevor's current Stamina rose from 229 to 241 before the Level 59 maximum changed to 493.

The charge vanished after one use, while reflecting the repeated sacrifice completed the Level 59 condition. The level raised Trevor's maximums without restoring the thirty-four lost HP or the sixty-eight MP spent on guard and field.

The added Will kept his name steady against the founder beam's recoil.

The boss opened Damaris's prior death record again.

DAMARIS PIKE ACCEPTED COST IN PRIOR INSTANCE.

CONSENT PRECEDENT // BINDING

The living Damaris looked at the action record wearing her face.

The record wore her face at the last instant before deletion. It was truly her past action. Destroying it would have been another edit.

With her flail lowered, Damaris watched herself die again.

Trevor stood near enough to catch her if asked and far enough to leave the moment hers. Her free hand found his after the deletion light completed and held once, hard; then she released him and judged the record.

Her face did not soften. She denied neither the interception she had chosen nor her right to decide what that choice meant now.

“I accepted one cost,” she said. “You do not own the choice twice.”

The record remained true while the license Heaven had built from it broke.

PRIOR CHOICE // TRUE

RENEWABLE PERMISSION // FALSE

The white path disappeared.

REPEATED SACRIFICE CLAIM // INVALID

The fortress lost another two million HP when the precedent root tore free. Boss HP reached 13,000,000.

The High Angel's cathedral voice cracked for the first time.

“You invalidate holy continuity.”

Damaris raised her flail.

“No. I am it.”

SYSTEM // Founder Judgment hit the party demanding payment. One past choice does not buy Heaven a subscription, and the boss has lost its favorite sacrifice.
LEVEL // 58 + 1 -> 59 — Archangel of Open Grace
ATTRIBUTES // Might 30 | Vitality 48 | Agility 45 | Focus 41 | Will 42 | Grace 49
HP 267/555 | MP 350/565 | Stamina 241/493
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 231/390 | MP 214/310 | Stamina 143/270
Sanctioned High Angel // 13,000,000/60,000,000 HP
Founder Judgment // reflected
Repeated sacrifice claim // invalid


The wounded fortress turned, beating six tower-wings around the body forge while a white road circled Heaven faster than Trevor's current Wingway endpoints could follow.

FINAL AERIAL PHASE // ACTIVE

The High Angel fled into open Heaven.

Naomi chose the wounded before pursuit, Petra opened two routes and refused to label either correct, and Adina carried the broken precedent into the broadcast. Junia stayed with the freed angels until their last visible owner chain fell.

Trevor did not call them back into formation, so the final phase began with fewer bodies beside him and more people acting beyond his reach.

Trevor pursued while Damaris took a different route.


Chapter 40 — Six Wings, Sixty Million HP

The Sanctioned High Angel turned its last thirteen million HP into a racetrack, because apparently a second health bar had not been insulting enough.

The body forge tore loose from Heaven's first wall. Six tower-wings unfolded around it, each the length of a city street, and locked themselves into a wheel. A fortress core dropped onto every wing. Gold legs punched from the cores. They began running.

One lap would bring back every freed angel shed into that lane, and six laps would restore the boss to full.

The System painted a finish line across Trevor's eyes and had the decency to make it look worried.

AERIAL FORTRESS RACE // 6 LAPS

CORE RUNNERS // 6

LAP COMPLETION // MASS RECLAIM

ESTIMATED BOSS HEAL // PLEASE DO NOT LET IT DO THAT

“Six lanes,” Trevor said.

“Six mistakes Heaven made,” Damaris answered.

She stood beside him on the tilting forge halo, alive, bloodied, and braced over her flail. That should not have looked miraculous anymore. It did. He had seen her wake. He had watched her choose a party link and refuse a second death. Some part of him still counted every breath she took.

The nearest core crossed its first marker while Trevor was still counting Damaris's breaths, so he swallowed the wonder and opened Wingway II.

Twenty-six Stamina burned through his wing roots. His six rescue wings spread until white-blue light covered the halo. The skill offered him six routes and no right to assign any of them.

“Choose,” he said.

Naomi pointed down, Petra pointed somewhere the race map had not drawn, Adina chose the bells, and Junia raised her sword toward the highest gold runner. Damaris hooked her flail behind one shoulder and looked at the founder lane, leaving Trevor what remained. Six routes opened.

Naomi dove first. Her lane ran below the forge through a storm of falling bodies. The core discarded freed wall angels as ballast whenever it needed speed. Naomi ignored its health bar. She caught one angel, then another, then a third with a broken wing and no name she could remember.

“You're losing the race,” Trevor warned.

“It thinks I'm racing it.”

She kicked off a coffin lid, caught a fourth body, and passed the first three into the rising hands of Relay Nine. Every soul she preserved disappeared from the core's healing pool. Its projected reward dropped from six million to five-point-four.

Then five million, and then four, while the runner accelerated and Naomi kept saving what it threw away.

Petra's lane curved left, so naturally she went through the middle. She folded her wings, vanished beneath the turning forge, and emerged on the opposite side before her marker had admitted she could arrive there. The System objected on behalf of geometry and every mapmaker Petra had ever offended.

ROUTE VIOLATION

“There wasn't a route,” Petra said. “Only a suggestion made by a prison.”

She drove a black route-spike into empty air. A door appeared around it. The far runner crossed the threshold, expecting its first checkpoint, and found itself outside the course.

Petra stole its finish line before closing the door.

The core continued sprinting along a wing that could no longer complete a lap.

Adina landed on the command-bell lane with no weapon except vocabulary. The bell over her core rang once as she landed.

LAP ONE // 18%

She touched two fingers to the inscription. “Revolution,” she said.

The word entered the bell as blue fire and came out much louder.

REVOLUTION ONE // 18%

The core completed its first turn, and every wall angel fastened to its armor received a new objective.

REVOLUTION // OVERTHROW LOCAL COMMAND

The wall angels tore their hooks out of the core and attacked it from the inside.

Adina grinned without humor. “Do circle again. I have endings for every lap.”

Junia took the judgment lane alone and kept it that way. Her portrait remained outside Trevor's Choir, white where every linked ally showed blue. The runner tried to turn that absence into a weakness.

UNSUPPORTED UNIT // CORRECTION AVAILABLE

“No,” Junia told it.

She cut through the first tower and dropped its sanctioned rank from Divine to Legendary. Her second strike broke its warrant, and the third removed the indulgence that turned misses into holy damage. Each loss stripped another layer from the runner's impossible defense.

Trevor reached toward her with support until Junia looked at him once and made him stop. She had not asked to be rescued from standing alone.

“Better,” she said, and beheaded the now-ordinary core.

Damaris met the founder runner head-on above Trevor's route.

It looked like a winged throne with Trevor's face embossed into its front plate. Six smaller faces knelt around the base. The thing registered Damaris's returned authority and projected two positions at once.

FOUNDER CORE // AHEAD

FOUNDER CORE // BEHIND

Her new party link flashed at Trevor's wrist, offering support rather than assignment, so he sent her one shield face and no command.

Damaris accepted the shield, spent twenty-four MP, and raised Contradictory Verdict.

“You are ahead because Heaven says the founder has already won,” she said.

The core defended its impossible lead.

“You are behind because Trevor has not consented to become your founder.”

The core defended its pursuit, making both positions true.

Damaris's flail struck the real bar between them. Gold plating burst outward. Her arms shook from the hit. She swung again anyway, spending fifty-one Stamina across the chase, the collision, and the final two blows.

“Not a throne,” she told Trevor's carved face.

The core split from crown to base beneath her flail.

Trevor's sixth lane ran around the outer halo.

Cross-lane artillery found him before he reached the first turn. He opened Many-Voices Guard for thirty-six MP. Six separately aimed shield faces caught six different attacks. Naomi's shield tilted beneath the falling bodies. Petra's covered the door, not Petra. Adina's curved around the bell. Junia's appeared only where her sword pointed. Damaris's guarded the side she had chosen to expose.

His own shield face took the sixth bolt because nobody else had aimed one there.

Forty-eight HP vanished. Sixty-four more Stamina burned through turns, impacts, and wing-braking after Wingway's opening cost. His muscles cramped hard enough to blur the gold course.

The runner in front of Trevor had 1,200,000 HP and no clever weakness, which felt personally rude.

“I hate honest damage checks,” Trevor said.

Relay Thirty-One fired one roof tile through the gate for eleven damage, and Trevor stared.

“Contribution!” somebody screamed from very far below.

The other sixty-three Free Company groups treated that as permission.

One group launched a broken pew. Another used three condemned shields as a sling. Relay Four's attack curved so badly it struck the runner from behind. Relay Twelve landed nothing except a furious goat that had no business being inside Heaven. The goat bit gold.

None of the groups waited for a shared frame or routed permission through Trevor. They attacked when their people were ready, from the roofs, courtyards, and alleys they had chosen to hold.

Terrible coordination became excellent participation, accompanied by very strange ammunition.

The runner's last million HP vanished beneath sixty-four local ideas of violence. It died with the goat still attached to one gold ankle.

All six fortress cores fell in different ways. Naomi starved hers of reclaimed souls; Petra's crossed a finish line that no longer belonged to Heaven; Adina's completed a revolt and armed its own wall angels against it. Junia's lost its rank and learned what ordinary steel felt like, Damaris's defended two false positions until she crushed the real one, and Trevor's was beaten to death by a free company that could not agree on ammunition.

The race wheel broke apart, and tower-wings crashed around the forge in a storm of white stone. Their cores drove through the fortress body beneath them. The Sanctioned High Angel's true bar dropped from thirteen million to six.

Ten percent remained when Trevor landed badly beside Damaris. Two knees struck the halo, and she caught his wrist before his face followed.

“Still alive?” she asked.

“Forty-eight HP less alive than before.”

“Then stop landing on the important parts.”

“My face is economically vital.”

“Your nose has already depreciated.”

Trevor laughed, though it came out too close to a sob, and Damaris tightened her grip once. No pity and no replacement for what had happened—just her living hand around his, warm where the forge wind should have made it cold.

Then Damaris released him, returned both hands to the flail, and said, “Last phase.”

The High Angel opened every surviving wall angel, company relay, party link, memory record, freed city soul, and resurrection witness as one input.

Gold lines stabbed across the arena. Naomi's healer bar entered Trevor's, Petra's route bar entered Naomi's, and Adina's voice entered Petra's while Junia's unlinked icon turned gold from the edges inward. Damaris's returned-witness authority stretched toward the Choir's judgment function, and Trevor felt every difference being translated into compatibility.

ONE PERFECT CHOIR // 10 BEATS

ALL CONFLICT // HARMONIZE

ALL CHOICE // ONE SAVING ANSWER

Trevor opened Counterpoint Field I for thirty-two MP, keeping six wrong notes audible inside the first crushing chord.

The merge kept coming because Heaven had watched them win six different ways and decided individuality was the balance problem.

SYSTEM // Aerial phase cleared by six incompatible answers, sixty-four amateur siege crews, and one goat. Boss HP is ten percent. Heaven has blamed individuality.
LEVEL // 59 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 219/555 | MP 282/565 | Stamina 151/493
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 204/390 | MP 190/310 | Stamina 92/270
Sanctioned High Angel // 6,000,000/60,000,000 HP
ONE PERFECT CHOIR // casting
Merge targets // every soul in arena


The six wrong notes entered the same gold bar without becoming one song.


Chapter 41 — One Perfect Choir Had Six Wrong Notes

Heaven caught six wrong notes inside one gold bar and began shaving off every difference that made them useful.

Naomi's care lost triage, making every wound equally urgent until she could choose none. Petra's routes lost their exits, and every door led toward the same approved destination. Adina's voice lost contradictory endings, Junia's judgment gained an owner root, and Damaris's returned authority became a function of Trevor's founder tag. Trevor's Open Grace became a door nobody could close.

ONE PERFECT CHOIR // 68%

INDIVIDUAL ACTIONS // CORRECTION IN PROGRESS

The first Counterpoint window collapsed beneath the gold bar. Trevor paid another thirty-two MP and forced it open again. Six actions remained audible beneath the Choir, but their names were fading.

“Say what you're doing,” he told them. “Not what we're doing. What you are doing.”

Naomi pressed both hands to a wall angel's chest. “Preserve.”

Petra drove one heel against a door that wanted to become a corridor. “Leave.”

Adina bit through a gold thread crossing her tongue. “Record.”

Junia's sword shook against the root forcing its way into her wrist. “Judge.”

Damaris raised her flail. “Contradict.”

Trevor spread his wings against the closing bar. “Open.”

The Choir averaged all six answers.

PROTECT

That was close enough to sound noble and become dangerous.

The Sanctioned High Angel wore protector and jailer as one holy role. It saved souls from error by deleting refusal. It preserved bodies by deciding who belonged inside them. It called every locked door a shield.

Its final six million HP sat behind one seamless bar with no cracks, weak phase, or argument Heaven admitted could be made.

Damaris looked at Trevor, and he did not need the party link to know what she wanted.

“Your judgment,” he said.

“My judgment,” she agreed.

Twenty-four MP lit along the handle of her flail.

She pointed the first head at the angel.

“You protected Heaven from the Sovereign Core.”

The seamless bar accepted PROTECTOR.

She pointed the second head at the bodies chained into the walls.

“You jailed every soul whose choice threatened Heaven.”

The bar rejected JAILER, but Contradictory Verdict forced it to defend both truths for one beat. A seam appeared, and the perfect bar split through the center.

PROTECTOR // 3,000,000 HP

JAILER // 3,000,000 HP

The two halves twisted around each other. Gold muscle grew between them. ONE PERFECT CHOIR climbed to seventy-eight percent and began fusing the seam shut.

Trevor opened Sixfold Sanctuary for forty-eight MP, and the skill demanded six different living allies holding six different parts of survival.

Heaven offered a simpler version—one shield, one plan, one Trevor in the center—and he refused it.

Naomi took the first Sanctuary face, aimed it at the protector, and healed the captives instead of Trevor, the damage dealers, or the party.

Every wall angel restored to herself disappeared from the role that claimed credit for preserving her. The protector bar lost HP in great sheets of gold.

“You didn't save them,” Naomi said. “You kept the wound open.”

Petra took the second face and aimed it at the jailer. Every route the boss had called unsafe appeared around her as a black-edged door. She opened one toward a burning street, one toward a hostile sky, one toward a city that might reject the person returning to it.

The exits were dangerous, but they were still exits, and each chosen threshold tore a lock from the jailer bar.

Adina took the third face and aimed between the halves.

She broadcast the complete edit log in Heaven's own ceremonial register. Damaris's death. Iron Orchard. PERFECT PARTY. The counterfeit body queue. The correction labels that turned people into successful operations.

“Protector,” she read, followed by everything the protector had done. “Jailer,” she continued, and named what the jailer had claimed to protect.

Approved language stripped away. The two bars had to hear themselves described with nouns.

Junia took the fourth face while the owner root reached deeper. The owner root inside her wrist reached bone.

She could have accepted Trevor's link and used its protection to push Heaven out. The System offered the option in a soft blue prompt.

She dismissed the offer without looking.

“No borrowed owner,” she said.

Sever Owner Field cost twenty-six MP from her own pool. Her sword entered at the root and cut outward.

The gold line snapped, returning her portrait to unlinked white.

Damaris took the fifth face and spent another twenty-four MP on Contradictory Verdict. The first cast had split the roles. The second kept both readings alive while the Choir tried to average them back into virtue. The effort tore eighty-eight HP and forty-one Stamina from her across spell recoil, the boss's answer, and the strike that followed.

Her knees dipped, and Trevor's body moved toward her before his mind had decided.

“Don't,” Damaris said.

He stopped one step away while she got up under her own strength. Then Damaris held out one hand, and Trevor pulled only when she pulled back.

“That,” she said through clenched teeth, “was support.”

“I'm learning.”

“Slowly.”

She released him and retook her position.

The sixth Sanctuary face remained, and Trevor aimed it at the open space between the two boss bars. When the System tried to classify the gap as empty, he paid twenty-four MP for Open Slot Guard.

The skill that had protected Damaris's absence now held a place no role could occupy. Protector could not close it. Jailer could not claim it. The space belonged to whoever chose to cross.

ONE PERFECT CHOIR reached ninety-one percent.

The final wipe fired through the space Heaven could not own.

Gold passed through Trevor's body like a cathedral dropped from the sky. One hundred seventy-eight HP vanished before Sixfold Sanctuary divided the remainder across six held truths. Sixty-three Stamina burned as his wings bent backward and locked the shield faces apart.

His health crashed through red and stopped at forty-one HP, but the Sanctuary held.

Counterpoint Field preserved the action names.

Free Company II carried support among sixty-four groups without routing command through Trevor. People caught strangers, passed healing where they saw blood, opened doors they had never been assigned, and attacked whatever piece of Heaven threatened their street.

ONE PERFECT CHOIR reached ninety-nine percent, and then every ally landed her own finisher.

Naomi restored the final captive angel and emptied the protector bar.

Petra sent the last jailer lock through an unmapped exit. It fell into a place the fortress had no permission to reach.

Adina wrote CORONATION RAID beside every resurrection clue. Founder candidate. Missing judgment witness. Continuity authority. Claimant and returned judgment. She broadcast the phrase through every fortress bell.

The hidden sequence became a record Heaven could no longer bury. Junia cut the prime owner chain from the High Angel's office. Gold authority spilled from the wound while Junia's sword remained white.

Damaris struck the judgment core with her flail, not as a memory or the dead woman whose role had once been useful to the party. She hit it alive in the body Heaven had tried to recall, carrying a scar she had chosen and a verdict Heaven could not merge.

The jailer bar shattered under the living blow.

Trevor caught the collapsing halves in his six-wing guard. He held protector away from jailer and gave the Free Company one last open shot at the heart between them.

Relay Thirty-One's second roof tile missed, but the furious goat did not, and neither did the sixty-four attacks behind it.

The Sanctioned High Angel reached zero HP as ONE PERFECT CHOIR failed at ninety-nine percent. Silence struck the arena harder than the wipe.

The fortress broke open. Six tower-wings fell around the body forge. The captive souls in its walls became people again, some flying, some falling into waiting hands, some screaming names Heaven had edited from them.

At the center of the ruin, the role-named angel hung above one final gold key.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL // 0/60,000,000 HP

FINAL RAID KEY // DROPPED

HIGH ANGEL DEATH // PENDING KEY RESOLUTION

The key carried two teeth, one matching Trevor's founder tag and the other Damaris's returned-judgment authority.

The High Angel's ruined face smiled despite its empty HP bar.

“Coronation,” it whispered.

Damaris closed one hand around the key, Trevor took the other side, and it accepted both of them.

SYSTEM // ONE PERFECT CHOIR failed at ninety-nine percent. Six incompatible finishers have reduced the High Angel to zero HP and one extremely suspicious key.
LEVEL // 59 — Archangel of Open Grace
HP 41/555 | MP 178/565 | Stamina 88/493
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 116/390 | MP 142/310 | Stamina 51/270
Sanctioned High Angel // 0/60,000,000 HP
Final raid key // available
High Angel death // pending
ONE PERFECT CHOIR // failed at 99%


Trevor felt the key try to turn them toward each other like pieces in someone else's lock.


Chapter 42 — We Won Heaven and Lost the Victory Screen

The final raid key tried to make the Sanctioned High Angel's death conditional. Gold script opened between Trevor's hand and Damaris's.

RESOLVE SUCCESSION TO COMPLETE EXECUTION?

YES // ACCEPT CORONATION SEQUENCE

NO // HIGH ANGEL DEATH REMAINS PENDING

Trevor selected NO, while Damaris rejected both offered answers and drove Returned Judgment into the prompt hard enough to write a third.

EXECUTE FIRST

The key screamed in both their hands as its two teeth separated. One carried the High Angel's last life; the other carried whatever Heaven had hidden behind founder claimant and judgment witness.

Damaris closed her fingers around the first tooth.

“Sentence,” she said.

Trevor opened every exit the fortress still possessed.

Naomi denied the boss another body cost, sending her healing light into the captives before the death routine could select one as payment. Petra routed the High Angel's office away from its next vessel until gold corridors folded in on themselves and delivered every escape back to the corpse. Adina rang all six fortress bells with Heaven's hidden edit log still burning across them, Junia severed the last sanctioned owner root, and Damaris turned judgment.

The Sanctioned High Angel died. It had not retreated, recycled, or hidden behind a third health bar with a more offensive hat. It was dead.

Its role-name cracked down the center. White fire poured through the letters until nothing remained of the office that had worn the body. The fortress lost its command spine. Walls that had been made from people opened and let those people fall free.

The body forge became a forge without an administrator.

SANCTIONED HIGH ANGEL // DEAD

HEAVEN WALL ONE // CLEARED

DIVINE BODY FORGE // LIBERATED

For one impossible second, nobody moved; then sixty thousand freed angels began screaming.

Some screamed in victory. Some screamed because their own voices had been missing for so long that sound hurt. Some shouted names to see whether the names still belonged to them. The noise rolled across the first district of Heaven and shook gold from every tower.

Adina's broadcast rode the noise across Heaven.

The lower sanctioned Hosts saw the Iron Orchard edits and Damaris Pike's death labeled a successful correction. They watched Heaven build PERFECT PARTY from obedient copies, queue counterfeit bodies, and reduce wall angels to compatible inputs. Last came the coronation clues, connected in the order Heaven had buried them.

Local Host groups began cutting their own gold links before the broadcast finished.

One officer ordered her formation to hold, and half of it turned to arrest her. Another Host attacked the nearest command bell, a third broke open a barracks and armed every prisoner inside, and farther down the wall three groups refused Trevor's blue doors before choosing their own route into the revolt.

Trevor did not issue a call because the revolt had already begun without becoming his.

Free Company doors opened into Heaven's first district. Some defectors crossed. Some attacked their officers where they stood. Some closed every offered route and fought alone.

The mess belonged to them, and Trevor loved it. He turned toward Damaris and found her still alive beside him.

Blood ran from her scalp into one eyebrow. Her chosen scars showed beneath torn armor. Her flail rested against the forge floor because fifty-one Stamina was not enough for dignity and heavy weapons at the same time.

He checked her panel long enough to see alive, continuous, and no owner root before she caught him.

“If you ask whether I'm real again, I'll use the other end of the flail.”

Trevor looked at the spiked counterweight.

“That is an efficient continuity test.”

“You have a very testable face.”

Naomi reached them and touched Damaris's shoulder. Petra stopped close enough that their wings overlapped. Adina lowered the broadcast bell. Junia remained outside every link and near enough to cut down anything that tried to call itself a crown.

No one filled Damaris's old place for her; she had returned and chosen a new one.

The High Angel's death paid the final level, and Level 60 filled the sky.

Light entered Trevor's six wings from root to tip. They reached their final span, not larger so much as complete. The lower pair locked into his rescue formation. The middle pair held six shield angles. The upper pair opened routes that did not require him to own the destination.

His class evolution drew from every independent link, self-held witness, refused correction, and open exit he had preserved during the raid.

PRINCIPALITY OF MANY VOICES

SERAPHIC MARSHAL

MANY-VOICES DOMAIN // ACQUIRED

RAPID GRACE // ACQUIRED

Might settled at 30, Vitality climbed to 49, and Agility reached 46 alongside Focus 42, Will 42, and Grace 50. His maximums rose to 562 HP, 572 MP, and 500 Stamina without restoring any of them.

He stood at forty-one HP in the middle of a victory he had earned, which felt like the most honest statistic Heaven had ever shown him.

“We did it,” Naomi said.

Petra caught his left side before his knees could decide otherwise. “Temporarily.”

Adina pressed her forehead to his. “I have already recorded it as permanent.”

“That's not how records work.”

“It is how mine work.”

Junia cleaned her sword on a strip of fallen gold. “The target is dead. The forge is ours. The revolt has begun. You may celebrate after we find out why the key had two teeth.”

Trevor looked at her with all the dignity forty-one HP allowed.

“Can I celebrate for one breath?”

Junia considered. “One.”

Damaris took his hand, and Trevor spent his one breath opening the victory screen.

SYSTEM // Final raid complete. Damaris is alive, the High Angel is dead, the forge is free, and Heaven has discovered the administrative joys of open revolt.
FINAL BUILD // Level 59 + 1 -> 60 — Principality of Many Voices
OATH // Seraphic Marshal
ATTRIBUTES // Might 30 | Vitality 49 | Agility 46 | Focus 42 | Will 42 | Grace 50
HP 41/562 | MP 178/572 | Stamina 88/500
Six rescue wings
Many-Voices Domain // acquired
Rapid Grace // acquired
Witness Marks // 3
DAMARIS PIKE // Level 36 Witness Justiciar
HP 116/390 | MP 142/310 | Stamina 51/270
Continuity // verified
Owner root // none
Party link // fresh, voluntary
Heaven Wall One // cleared
Sanctioned High Angel // dead
Revolt // active


Then the second tooth of the raid key turned by itself. Gold devoured the victory screen.

CONTROLLED SUCCESSION // FINAL RAID COMPLETE

FOUNDER CLAIMANT // TREVOR DWYER

RETURNED JUDGMENT // DAMARIS PIKE

CROWNING PHASE // FORCED START

Every clue Trevor had mistaken for permission turned its teeth toward him. Founder candidate had never meant the forge recognized an intruder, and the missing judgment witness was no official signature for Damaris's resurrection. The word coronation returned in the High Angel's voice, stripped of all the arrogance Trevor had blamed for it.

Heaven had allowed them through because its succession trial could not close without Damaris. Trevor had resurrected the one person capable of judging his installation, and the High Angel's death had supplied the final key. They had won exactly what Heaven had maneuvered them into winning, which was a nastier trick than losing.

Trevor tried to close the panel and found no close button.

Every Open Grace link lit at once: Naomi, Petra, Adina, Damaris, sixty-four Free Company groups, seven hundred sixteen willing congregation members, the city relays, the freed wall angels, and the newborn revolt.

Heaven tested the network and failed to seize it because Trevor had protected too many choices, leaving no central command root to reclaim.

So Heaven turned freedom into a knife and put it against every linked throat.

STAY WITH CLAIMANT // BECOME HERETIC PROPERTY

LEAVE CLAIMANT // ACCEPT HEAVEN'S AMNESTY

“Those are not the choices,” Trevor said.

ALL LINKED PERSONS MUST SELECT

“Show them the truth.”

RESULT VISIBILITY // DENIED TO CLAIMANT

Relay Four went dark, then Fifteen, then Thirty-One—the company that had thrown the first roof tile.

Trevor reached through Open Grace and felt the paths for one instant, warm with people making decisions he could not see, before Heaven hid even that.

Naomi's portrait disappeared, though her arm remained around Trevor's waist for one beat after the link died.

Petra's portrait followed, and her hand tightened at his side—or perhaps his body only remembered where it had been. Adina's blue line went black as the forge bells stopped carrying her breath.

Trevor could not tell whether they had abandoned him, severed themselves to protect him, taken amnesty as a weapon, or entered a counterattack Heaven refused to show.

He refused to invent their answers just because uncertainty hurt. The city relays vanished one by one while he refused to guess.

Seven hundred sixteen congregation lights became seven hundred, then six hundred, then a scatter of blue so thin he could no longer count it.

The revolt disappeared from his domain, but fighting continued beyond the gold veil. His six wings began folding inward, though not for flight.

The upper pair locked behind his head. The middle pair curved around his shoulders. The lower wings folded beneath him.

White-blue feathers hardened into the shape of a throne around the body Heaven had built for him.

FOUNDER TEMPLATE // INSTALLATION READY

MEMORY RETENTION // 100%

FUTURE CHOICE // TRANSFER TO THRONE

His memories would survive: the boy in the college apartment, the first impossible menu, Naomi's hands, Petra's hidden doors, Adina's voice, Junia's unowned sword, Damaris dying, and Damaris breathing again. He would remember being Trevor Dwyer while something else decided what Trevor Dwyer did next.

Only Damaris's link remained visible. Her returned-witness panel opened the final verdict.

ACCEPT CLAIMANT

RESULT // FOUNDER TEMPLATE INSTALLS. MEMORY PRESERVED. FUTURE CHOICE DELETED.

REJECT CLAIMANT

RESULT // FOUNDER BODY EXECUTED. CITY AND WITNESSES RECLAIMED.

Heaven presented the choices as mercy and justice, and both killed him.

Trevor found the verdict-control field.

Founder authority could seize it for one beat. He could use his new domain before installation completed. He could make Damaris's hand select the outcome he feared less.

He could save himself from Damaris's answer by ensuring it was never hers.

The control warmed beneath his palm.

Damaris watched him.

Her face offered no plea, promise, or easy forgiveness waiting behind the correct option.

She had returned with every cruel, loving, mistaken, and brave piece of herself intact, which meant her verdict could hurt him. That was the point.

Trevor closed his hand without taking the field.

“Yours,” he told her.

The throne feathers reached his shoulders before he could change his mind.

Damaris raised her flail. Contradictory Verdict lit across the two impossible outcomes.

“Trevor Dwyer is the claimant,” she said.

One truth entered the spell as the throne closed around Trevor's ribs.

Damaris looked past him at something the forced panel refused to show.

“The throne is—”

The second target remained hidden when Damaris cast and Trevor's six wings folded closed.


Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of Heaven Declared Its Cutest Angel a Heretic. They contain full spoilers for this book.


Trevor Dwyer
Main Character
[image: Bust portrait of Trevor Dwyer in end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Trevor Dwyer


Class and Progression

Level

60

Evolution

Principality of Many Voices

Class

Seraphic Marshal

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 30; Vitality 49; Agility 46; Focus 42; Will 42; Grace 50

Resources

HP 41 / 562; MP 178 / 572; STAMINA 88 / 500

Route bars

Witness Marks 3; Six rescue wings; Revolt active

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

105

Signature numbers

Many-Voices Domain — preserves separate chosen actions inside the founder field

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Many-Voices Domain — preserves separate chosen actions inside the founder field

Core kit

Rapid Grace; Counterpoint Field I — 32 MP; Sixfold Sanctuary — 48 MP; Many-Voices Guard — 36 MP; Wingway II — 26 Stamina; Dissent Shield II — 28 MP

Equipment and Loadout


End-of-book loadout

White-blue Seraphic Marshal armor and cloth, open gold halo, six rounded white-gold rescue wings.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Founder tank and rescue marshal; keeps six actions separately aimed while carrying the shared damage.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Level 60; High Angel dead; forge liberated; Heaven revolt active; crowning phase forced open.


Damaris Pike
Supporting Character
[image: Bust portrait of Damaris Pike in end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Damaris Pike


Class and Progression

Level

36

Evolution

Witness Justiciar

Class

Witness Justiciar

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 32; Vitality 34; Agility 22; Focus 24; Will 33; Grace 27

Resources

HP 116 / 390; MP 142 / 310; STAMINA 51 / 270

Route bars

Continuity verified; Owner root none; Party link fresh and voluntary; Returned Judgment Witness active

Combat Values and Defenses

Soul Resistance

84

Signature numbers

Contradictory Verdict — 24 MP; two true readings; one beat

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Contradictory Verdict — 24 MP; two true readings; one beat

Core kit

Judgment Brand; Independent Standard; Spellbreak Strike; Hard Guard

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

White-blue Divine field plate, chosen scars, judgment seal, consecrated flail and chain.

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Returned judgment off-tank; breaks forced sacrifice claims and supplies the self-owned verdict frame.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Alive and continuous; High Angel dead; fresh voluntary party link; final succession verdict in progress.


Naomi Talbot
Supporting Character
[image: Bust portrait of Naomi Talbot in 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

Alive; keeps the one-HP survivors stable as the Heaven revolt begins.


Petra Coyle
Supporting Character
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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

Alive; keeps owner-free routes open while the founder links begin going dark.


Adina Kroll
Supporting Character
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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

Alive; broadcasts Heaven's soul-edit log and arms the revolt with copied truth.


Junia Serrat
Supporting Character
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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

Alive, unlinked, and self-owned; her sword remains aimed by her alone.
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