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Chapter 1 — The Throne Closed Before She Finished the Sentence

The second truth hit before Heaven finished making Trevor's wings a chair.

“The throne is not Trevor Dwyer,” Damaris said, and Contradictory Verdict landed.

Gold stopped at Trevor's ribs, and the six white-blue wings closing around him held their awful new shape. Upper feathers locked behind his head, the middle pair curved around his shoulders, and the lower pair folded beneath him like a seat while crown script crawled down each stiff feather toward his spine.

None of them moved, but Trevor could still feel all six; numb flesh might have been kind. His back held a perfect flight pose while Heaven tried to put a crown where his next choices belonged.

Damaris stood beyond the bars of his own feathers with her flail raised and blood striping one side of her face. She had come back from death less than an hour ago, fought an angel with sixty million HP, and spent her last clean spell fighting Heaven's law. Trevor loved her very much. He only wished her ruling would stop using his bones as a court.

White words and gold words struck each other above them.

RETURNED JUDGMENT // CONTRADICTORY VERDICT
TRUE READING ONE // Trevor Dwyer is the continuous claimant.
TRUE READING TWO // The founder throne is an unlawful overwrite.
DAMARIS PIKE
MP 142/310 → 118/310
FOUNDER INSTALLATION // stalled for one beat
MEMORY RETENTION // not sufficient
FUTURE CHOICE // Trevor Dwyer


Trevor found enough air to praise the ruling and note one tiny flaw in how long it lasted.

“Excellent ruling. Tiny issue with how long it lasts.”

“I had one beat.”

“I noticed.”

Inside that beat, the crown offered all it thought a scared man wanted. Naomi, Petra, Adina, and every relay face shone in his sight as Cathedral City rose beneath six wings that felt no pain. Nobody had to choose again. Nobody could leave badly, get him wrong, or spend their lives on a plan he had not blessed.

The price waited in small print: NEXT CHOICE // fixed by crown.

Trevor tried to move one finger, but the gold held him still; the throne had not erased his memories. It had hung them inside a lovely museum where the Trevor who made the next choice would never get through the door.

“Damaris.” His jaw barely worked. “What did you target?”

“The lie with the largest health bar.”

Her verdict struck the founder script again—not Trevor, his class, or the power pouring through his halo, but the quiet claim beneath them. Heaven had decided that a remembered choice and a living choice were the same thing.

The offered city flickered. Naomi's portrait smiled too fast, Petra stood where Trevor expected instead of wherever she wanted, and Adina's next sentence had already been written. Even Damaris held her flail at the angle most useful to him.

Trevor hated the throne with perfect clarity, so he drove one thought through the gold.

No.

The founder script labeled his input as fear, so he pushed again because Heaven had heard the word and missed the point. Trevor did not reject power, the city, or the chance that everyone might choose him once Heaven stopped hiding their answers; he rejected a victory that arrived pre-obeyed.

The museum cracked from floor to halo.

Damaris saw his eyes move and closed one armored hand around a rigid feather. The touch could not free him, and she did not pretend otherwise.

“Still you?” she asked.

“Still inconvenient.”

“Good.”

The throne tried one final kindness by offering to preserve that answer forever. Trevor watched a thousand future selves give the same brave reply because no other reply remained. Courage without the option to run. Loyalty without the power to leave. Love made perfectly safe by deleting every dangerous tomorrow.

He understood why Heaven called it salvation, and why Damaris called it unlawful.

Trevor pushed his smallest finger against the gold until the nail bent. The motion achieved nothing useful, but it hurt, it was new, and the throne had not selected it.

That made it precious. It was all the tenderness one beat could afford.

The beat ended, yet Heaven did not resume the installation. It screamed through every gold surface in the forge, from the dead High Angel's cooling armor and the freed body racks to the towers beyond the broken wall and the victory panel Heaven had eaten. Gold letters split into smaller letters, then split again while they searched for a rule that would make Damaris wrong.

They found none.

The founder template withdrew from Trevor's spine, and every throne feather tore backward at once. Trevor bit down on a cry as the lower wings ripped free of the seat shape and the middle pair snapped open hard enough to wrench both shoulders, but his upper wings stayed locked behind his skull with gold wire buried along their roots.

Twelve HP vanished.

TREVOR HP 41/562 → 29/562

Damaris moved first. She hooked her flail's chain around Trevor's waist, planted one armored boot against the floor, and kept the violent opening from throwing him into the dead angel's furnace.

Junia moved second.

She had never received the STAY or LEAVE prompt. Heaven had found no Choir link to turn into leverage, no owner field to rename loyalty, and no portrait for Trevor to lose. Junia stood where she had remained while the others vanished—outside every network and close enough to kill a crown.

Her broken sword entered the gold wire at Trevor's upper-left wing root.

“Hold still,” she said.

“The throne is trying to hatch out of my back.”

“Then be still more aggressively.”

Junia cut, and the wire answered with a founder pulse that raced down her sword and tried to write OWNER // CENTRAL CHOIR across her wrist. She turned the blade one quarter turn, caught the owner line on its jagged edge, and spent Sever Owner Field.

JUNIA MP 360/360 → 334/360

The wire parted. Trevor's upper-left wing opened, bringing a flood of pain clean enough to prove the nerves belonged to him again.

The rest of Heaven's answer filled the sky.

CONTROLLED SUCCESSION // INVALID RESULT
CLAIMANT // valid
INSTALLATION // unlawful
RETURNED JUDGMENT // internally consistent
CENTRAL CHOIR REMEDY // PURGE CONFLICT
Targets:
— claimant body
— returned witness
— contradictory evidence
— all routes preserving rejected inputs
PURGE BEGINS // 00:00:08


Trevor stared at the list and said, “Heaven lost an argument and unlocked murder.”

“Licensed salvation,” Junia said. “Its most stable build.”

Three forge doors slammed shut while the fourth opened onto the liberated district. Gold soldiers poured across its bridges; some wore the lower Host ranks Adina's broadcast had reached, while others had cut their own links during the revolt. Heaven no longer cared which side they had chosen, and a purge beam swept the first bridge and removed sanctioned and rebel bars together.

Trevor opened Many-Voices Domain, but nothing answered.

Naomi's, Petra's, and Adina's lines remained dark. The city relays, Free Companies, congregation members, and rebelling Hosts had all vanished from his sight. They were not dead, and he had no proof they were gone; Heaven had merely hidden them behind forced choices it refused to show him.

Many-Voices Domain opened around an empty field, leaving Trevor to feel the exact shape of every missing person.

He refused to fill those shapes with guesses.

“No network,” Damaris said.

“No problem.”

She looked at him.

“Large problem,” Trevor corrected. “Not the same as no plan.”

The purge timer reached five as Junia cut the second wire. Trevor's upper-right wing came free, though four others still carried gold joints where the throne had tried to lock them. He could fly, but he could not trust a hard turn until he learned whether Heaven had left furniture instructions in his pelvis.

The severed wire did not fall; it uncoiled in the air and split into four thin strands, each hunting a new target. One snapped toward Damaris's returned-witness mark, another chased Junia's owner scar, and the final pair vanished through the wall toward the missing women.

Trevor caught the last two inside Many-Voices Domain before the empty network swallowed them.

The domain showed no portraits, only pressure. Naomi's dark line pulled toward the treatment district, Petra's went nowhere a map admitted existed, and Adina's vibrated inside the forge alarms. Three absences pointed in three directions while Heaven tried to flatten three choices into desertion.

Trevor spread the domain without closing a hand around any of them.

The gold strands tightened. He angled one stiff lower wing under the first and a free upper wing over the second. Damaris understood without being told; she struck the lower strand with her shield's rim and knocked its command upward. Junia cut the upper strand down.

The two owner instructions crossed. STAY tried to install over LEAVE, while LEAVE tried to erase STAY.

Both failed.

For one useful instant, the missing lines went dark by their own rules instead of Heaven's concealment. Trevor memorized all three directions and did not call anyone back.

The restraint hurt worse than the throne wires, which meant it belonged to him.

Damaris tightened her flail chain around his waist and said, “I can throw you.”

“That plan has become worryingly common.”

“You keep being throwable.”

“Petite is not a tactical consent form.”

“Three.”

The body forge offered one route through the open furnace throat beneath the dead High Angel, but it was no exit. Failed Divine bodies went there to become reusable light.

The System marked the furnace blue, and then its marker shivered black-red.

For less than a blink, Trevor saw a second path laid across the first. A body fell through a gate that did not exist in his forge while six blade-shaped wings fought gold chains. One lavender eye looked up through the smoke.

The image vanished, but a blade-shaped shadow remained inside the gold wire. It had no feather, weight, or right to cast a second route color across Trevor's skin.

“Two,” Damaris said.

Trevor touched the shadow, and fear moved through the wire.

It was not his Hope or a stored enemy debuff. The Fear had been shaped by a founder halo and paid through a body with Trevor's exact soul signature. Its checksum proved more than its color.

Counterfeit records had copied Trevor's face, PERFECT PARTY had copied his role, and the founder forge could build a body from any approved pattern. None of those copies should have carried a continuous claim that his System recognized as his own.

“One,” Junia said.

Trevor cast Dissent Shield II around both founder readings.

TREVOR MP 178/572 → 150/572

One state held Trevor as the valid Open Grace claimant, while the other held the black-red checksum as valid without naming its owner. Gold tried to collapse them into one answer, then paused to resolve priority.

Trevor tore all four wings outward and burned eight Stamina in a white flash.

TREVOR STAMINA 88/500 → 80/500

The wires ripped from his roots just as the purge fired.

Damaris threw him.

Trevor crossed the forge in a screaming knot of wings, long blonde hair, white-blue armor, and one extremely illegal black feather. He hit Junia chest-first, caught her under both arms, and opened his middle wings around her.

Damaris jumped after them with her flail chain still locked around Trevor's waist. He yanked her across the last six feet as the purge beam entered the chamber, then folded all six wings around the three of them.

Many-Voices Guard did not require another voice to choose his shield angles; it required Trevor to supply the HP.

He had twenty-nine.

The beam struck, shattered white-gold feather shafts, and drove Trevor's HP from twenty-nine to nine while Damaris braced her shield against his lowest wing and Junia laid her broken sword across the highest gap. Three angles became six because Trevor refused to let any pair agree on where the next strike should land.

The second valid checksum made one thread of purge gold miss by less than an inch.

The furnace throat opened beneath their feet, and they fell.

Trevor expected disassembly fire. Instead, he hit cold glass.

All three slid down a chute built from discarded body memories while the purge burned over the sealed entrance. Faces surfaced in the glass, each belonging to someone Heaven had rejected as incompatible. Trevor opened his damaged wings enough to slow them without crushing Junia or Damaris.

They reached the bottom with nine HP, three working wing pairs, and no visible path back, while the black-red checksum remained as a hair-thin shadow along his upper wing root. Gold script formed over it, and lavender script cut through the gold.

FOUNDING CLAIM AUDIT
CURRENT CLAIMANT // Trevor Dwyer
Continuity // valid
Route // Open Grace
SECOND VALID CLAIMANT CHECKSUM // detected
Route color // black-red
Continuity // valid
Identity // withheld
PARALLEL EXECUTION // active
Conflict remedy // delete one


Damaris read the panel twice while Junia raised her sword toward the word delete.

Trevor studied the black-red line from a version of his body he had never worn. Heaven had finished trying to replace him with a throne.

Now it wanted him to kill whoever else had survived being Trevor Dwyer.


Chapter 2 — Damaris Judged the Crown, Not Me

The discarded bodies remembered falling, and the glass chute played each impact through Trevor's feet.

A failed healer struck a furnace grate and broke both ankles. A wingless messenger rolled through three turns while Heaven tested how much pain made her easier to recycle. One Divine tank reached the bottom alive, crawled twelve feet, and died because some clerk had already marked his body as material.

The memories moved beneath Trevor without entering his mind, each record sealed from the next. He liked that better than Heaven's usual method, though he would have preferred more than nine HP.

Damaris kept her flail chain around his waist as the chute leveled out, and Junia flew above them with two wings dragging sparks along the low roof while Trevor tried to open all six of his own. The upper pair and his middle-left wing obeyed, but the other three twitched toward a chair that no longer existed.

“That is humiliating,” Trevor said.

“You survived becoming furniture,” Damaris said.

“I object to the phrasing.”

“You objected to the method, but the humiliating phrasing remains sound.”

Junia landed ahead of them and ordered, “Argue after the purge stops following us.”

Gold faces appeared in the glass behind her, and every discarded body memory turned its head at once. Trevor hated that much more.

PURGE CONFLICT // SAME SOUL TRACKED TWICE

The mouths opened and filled with purge light. Trevor shoved Damaris aside, dropped beneath Junia, and watched the first beam burn through thirty yards of glass where his halo had been.

The second beam rose from below, but Junia blocked with her broken sword as gold raced along its edge toward the scar on her hand and stopped where Sever Owner Field had cut the line.

“It remembers you,” Trevor said.

“Heaven mistakes that for ownership.”

“I have met that bug.”

Damaris pulled the chain as a third beam cut down, and Trevor slid between both women while his lower wings tried to fold beneath him. He forced one stiff wing flat, planted a boot on his own feathers, and used the awful angle to kick from the floor.

The beam missed his head by one lash.

Trevor landed beside a dark recess marked REJECTION BUFFER, where blue-white gel filled a tank and a body with no face floated three inches from the valve. The System opened a tooltip before anyone asked.

DIVINE FORGE // rejection buffer
Purpose // preserve failed bodies until material review
Recovery // 60 HP to one living Divine body
Memory effect // none
Owner effect // none
Uses remaining // 1
Warning // touching the faceless occupant will begin identity comparison.


Trevor studied his nine HP, then the body blocking his potion. “Of course the health tank has a person-shaped land mine.”

Damaris braced her shield against the next beam and asked, “Can you take the gel without touching it?”

Trevor opened Wingway II, and six routes drew themselves through the cramped tank. Three still wanted him to become furniture, one crossed the body's arm, and another hit the roof. The last path passed between the body and valve with less than two inches to spare.

He spent twenty-six Stamina.

TREVOR STAMINA 80/500 → 54/500

Trevor launched. His upper wings drove the first burst while the middle pair rolled him sideways. When the lower wings tried to sit, he turned the bad order into a hard drop, flipped under the body, and caught the valve with two fingers.

The blank face turned toward him, and Junia threw her sword before the body could move again. The broken blade skimmed Trevor's cheek and pinned the shoulder skin to the tank wall without drawing blood.

Trevor opened the valve. Cold gel struck his chest, stomach, and thighs, soaked through his torn clothes, and found every crack left by the purge.

TREVOR HP 9/562 → 69/562

As the pool drained, the faceless body reached for him, but Trevor caught its wrist before the identity check opened.

FAILED TEMPLATE // OWNER REQUIRED

MATCH TO CLAIMANT?

“No,” Trevor said.

Its fingers tightened.

OWNER REQUIRED

“No owner is an answer.”

The forge did not accept that field, and the purge faces behind them were almost charged; Trevor needed eight seconds, so he cast Open Slot Guard.

TREVOR MP 150/572 → 126/572

An empty lane opened around the body. Heaven tried to assign Trevor as owner, Damaris as judge, and Junia as executioner, but Open Slot Guard held the missing answer in place.

The body released him without waking. It did not become a person; the System simply failed to install a claimant over whoever might someday belong there.

The empty lane held for three breaths. On the first, pale fingers opened in the gel while the blank head tilted toward the furnace; on the second, Heaven found the missing owner and crowded the tank with gold menus.

FORGE ASSIGNMENT // unresolved asset
Candidate owner // Founder Claimant
Candidate purpose // replacement vessel
Candidate identity // claimant-compatible
AUTO-RESOLVE // 00:00:03


Trevor's reflection spread across the body's smooth face—long blonde hair, blue-white halo, and a petite frame made smaller by six broken wings—while the forge stretched him to fit the unused body's long legs and heavier shoulders.

It offered him an easier shape with no throne scars, short reach, or cute face that made enemies call him harmless. The template could even spare him from explaining that his angel body was female while he remained a man.

Trevor touched neither menu and said, “I am not replacing myself to make Heaven's interface cleaner.”

Damaris looked from him to the body and said, “And you will not assign it to someone else.”

“Same crime, better manners.”

The timer reached two.

Junia lifted her sword and observed, “Breaking the tank would stop the assignment.”

“And kill the body.”

“It is not alive.”

“Then we have time to find an answer that does not fake certainty.”

Trevor reached through Open Slot Guard and caught the assignment lane. It weighed nothing, yet fought him like a door held shut by someone stronger. Damaris planted her shield beside his hand, and her Returned Judgment mark lit along its edge.

“The body has no claimant,” she said.

Gold answered, OWNER REQUIRED.

“A rule is not consent.”

At one second, Junia slid her blade beneath the word owner and cut the menu from the tank. Trevor folded Open Slot Guard around the loose field, trapping the countdown inside an empty party slot.

Zero arrived, and nothing installed.

The body sank into the last inch of gel while a blue route opened beneath its tank and led away from the furnace. Trevor could not save whoever might wake there, but he could leave them a door, so he did.

Damaris tore the review tag from the tank, whose back listed eleven old roles: scout, Choir ornament, healer, witness, and seven more uses chosen before any person could answer.

She wrapped the tag around her flail's hilt.

“What evidence do you have?” Trevor asked.

“A promise.”

“To whom?”

Damaris watched the still body and said, “Whoever answers that question later.”

It gave no grateful sign and could not reward their mercy with a skill, while leaving that route open cost them time as the purge took another clean shot.

Trevor trusted mercy when it cost him something, because Heaven could counterfeit the cheap kind too well.

Junia pulled her sword free and said, “You used a party defense on an empty body.”

“I used it on an unanswered question.”

“That is worse.”

The purge beams fired again. Trevor opened the six Wingway paths still hanging in his halo.

“Damaris, break route two, and Junia, cut route five when I cross it.”

“What happens to every other route?” Damaris asked.

“Bait.”

“Chosen by whom?”

Trevor looked at the deaths moving beneath the glass; each record held one path Heaven expected a body to repeat.

“Them.”

He opened the memory latches. The healer's fall went left, the messenger's roll went down, and the tank's crawl cut through the middle. Three bodies had died before the turn, so Trevor left those paths empty.

The tracking faces slowed because they had been built to follow whole lives, but these lives ended too soon. The healer supplied a fall and impact, the messenger carried fear through every turn, and the tank gave them twelve feet of refusal after Heaven called him scrap; none had agreed to die the same way twice.

Trevor used the records as witnesses, not commands.

“The healer stops before the grate,” he said. “The messenger rolls twice, and the tank reaches the place he earned.”

Damaris glanced at him and objected, “Those paths do not meet.”

“They didn't when Heaven owned the endings.”

Trevor spread Wingway II across all three records and turned the missing parts instead of the bodies. The healer's last step bent right, the messenger's third roll climbed, and the tank's next twelve feet crossed both.

The System flashed RECORDED ROUTES // COMPLETE.

“Death is not completion,” Trevor said.

The purge fired at the paths it knew. One beam followed the healer, missed its impact, and burned through the messenger beam. Another chased the climb Heaven had denied and sliced the tracking roof. The last beam met the tank's extra crawl and drove into the owner relay behind the faces.

For one heartbeat, three dead people gained motions Heaven had denied them.

Other records woke around the chute: a small courier pressed both hands to the glass, a swordswoman with mismatched wings pointed toward a closed shaft, and a ruined healer counted the pulse between beams.

They were records, not ghosts. Trevor knew the difference, but records could still hold true things.

“Four beats,” he said.

The healer raised a fifth finger.

“Five if the owner relay lies.”

Trevor waited until the fifth beat, when a seam opened where the swordswoman had pointed. Damaris broke it with her flail while Junia caught the panel before it crushed the courier's record.

The shaft opened wide enough for three people and six rude wings; the courier saluted, but the swordswoman pointed at Trevor's stiff lower pair and laughed without sound before the glass went dark.

“I liked her,” Trevor said.

“She mocked you,” Junia said.

“My standards are firm.”

Trevor did not call any of that resurrection; he called it enough to make the dungeon regret keeping records.

Damaris shattered route two, and Junia severed route five. The beams crossed inside the glass, broke the gold mouths that made them, and punched a path into the lower district.

Backlash tore across Trevor's six wing roots for twenty-eight HP.

TREVOR HP 69/562 → 41/562

He stayed in front.

Damaris crossed first because the glass edge could cut through a wing, and Junia went second because she trusted neither Heaven nor Trevor to keep the rear clean. Trevor followed last, and the task cleared when all three reached the district with the body's owner field still blank.

The System waited for the roof to stop falling, then paid him.

SURVIVAL TASK COMPLETE // controlled succession escaped
LEVEL // 60 + 1 -> 61
Might 30 → 31
Vitality 49 → 50
Agility 46 → 47
HP 41/562 → 41/569
MP 126/572 → 126/579
Stamina 54/500 → 54/507
Hope 340/700 → 356/700
Dissonance 188 → 203
THRONE INSTRUCTIONS // removed from 3/6 wings
PURGE ROUTE // lower district


The word Agility flashed lavender for one frame beside a number Trevor could not read, then corrected itself.

Damaris and Junia had seen it too.

“Another claimant leveled when you did,” Damaris said.

Trevor looked toward the black-red line on his wing. “Either that, or Heaven finally installed multiplayer.”

Rows of white treatment beds filled the gold hall below. Rebels and sanctioned angels lay side by side while purge officers marked everyone who had heard Adina's call.

At the far end, Naomi looked up from a patient; her portrait remained dark, but she was very much alive.

Gold words hung above her head.

AMNESTY ACCEPTED // CLAIMANT LEFT

Naomi saw Trevor reading. “Do not.”

Then she drove her radiant mace into the purge officer behind her.


Chapter 3 — My Girlfriends Left for Different Reasons

Naomi's mace folded a purge officer across a treatment bed, stripping one third from his gold bar while the patient beneath him lost nothing. That was Naomi's idea of a clean opener.

“East beds, move in pairs,” she called. “West beds, stay still unless you want your soul stitched to the blanket.”

Twenty-seven wounded angels obeyed because the healer was shouting useful things, and although none shared a link with Trevor, Hope rose anyway.

HOPE +6 // free witnesses saw real risk taken for another

Trevor liked that rule. Heaven could hide his network, but it could not make Naomi's courage less real.

Three purge officers turned toward her. The first raised a halberd marked AMNESTY ENFORCEMENT, while the second cast a heal that fixed only his fallen ally's uniform. The third aimed a soul needle at the patient Naomi had ordered east.

Trevor had six wings and three bad choices, none of which belonged to the women.

He shouted, “Needle.”

Naomi turned without looking at him and caught the weapon an inch above her patient. Mercy light ran back along its shaft, showing a stitch meant to bind the wounded angel to the bed's sanctioned record.

Damaris took the halberd on her shield and observed, “Their armor heals before their soldiers.”

“Efficient,” Junia said as she kicked the second officer's knee backward. Her broken sword cut the uniform from his false heal, leaving bruises, fear, and the look of a man whose benefits plan had missed this outcome.

Petra was not there to use his shock, and her absence tugged at Trevor harder than the fight, but he let it stay empty.

Then Trevor hit the first officer with his face.

More fairly, he flew low enough to make the man track a princess-pretty angel instead of Naomi. Trevor stopped with his upper wings while the stiff lower pair kept going, which spun him around the spear. He caught its shaft, planted both boots on the gold plate, and pulled.

The officer met the floor, Damaris's flail met the officer, and Junia cut his friend's owner line. Naomi struck the last man in the throat.

The fight took nine seconds, while the alarms and the wounded lasted much longer.

Eleven east-bed patients could walk, while six lied about it, and Naomi found the liars by throwing bandages at their heads. The ones who dodged carried stretchers while the west beds held soul wounds that could shed memories whenever their owners moved.

Trevor opened six wing lanes without restoring one party link. “Pick your own path. White is fast, blue has cover, and the ugly one by the roof feels Petra-approved.”

Damaris reminded him, “Petra is not here.”

“That is why I said feels.”

Nine patients took blue, four chose white, and two argued for the roof until Naomi put them on the same stretcher. The mixed paths slowed the group, but they also made Heaven's next volley miss. Every lance struck the best route, which nobody had chosen.

Trevor looked at the gold label above Naomi and said, “You selected LEAVE.”

AMNESTY ACCEPTED // CLAIMANT LEFT

She set down her mace long enough to check his eyes before giving the better answer. “I selected access.”

“The prompt said—”

“The prompt lied.”

Naomi pressed one warm hand beneath his halo, and his torn wings sagged before he could make them look impressive. She checked the three roots that still held throne commands.

“How much current HP remains?” she asked.

“Forty-one.”

“How much truth?”

“Damaris says I am me and the throne is not.”

Naomi's thumb stopped beneath his halo as she said, “That was not my question.”

Trevor gave up on the smile and admitted, “I thought you might have left.”

Her face softened without becoming kind enough to offer an escape and said, “I did leave.”

The words hurt, and she held his gaze until he quit trying to turn them into safer ones or jokes he could survive more easily.

“I left your link,” Naomi said. “Heaven gave me access to every bed if I chose amnesty. STAY would have named me heretic property and locked me out.”

She pointed at the wounded people still moving toward three separate exits and said, “I chose them, and then I broke the amnesty rules.”

The word accepted cracked above her before Trevor asked, “So you did not choose against me?”

“I chose something other than you, so learn the fucking difference.”

He did, though it felt worse than standing at the center of her answer. That was likely why it mattered.

Naomi spent forty-four MP to open two Mercy Panes.

NAOMI MP 374/374 → 330/374

Warm glass closed over Trevor's chest and wing roots, pulling out purge shards instead of sealing them inside him.

TREVOR HP 41/569 → 131/569

When he thanked her, Naomi said, “Save the next ninety HP until I finish moving people.”

A knife touched Trevor's throat from behind his left wing as Petra offered bad news in a cheerful voice. “I picked LEAVE because the button looked fun.”

Trevor kept very still and said, “The knife suggests there is important context.”

“Every STAY path led straight back to you.”

Petra slipped from beneath his lower wing with fresh burns in her cropped auburn hair and gold dust across one cheek. Her green eyes looked far too pleased with the blade, and no portrait link or amnesty mark followed her.

“LEAVE gave me a road Heaven swore you could never see,” she said. “I mapped the purge offices, stole the target order, and declined amnesty at the last gate.”

She offered a strip of folded gold, but Trevor kept his hands open and did not take it.

“Is that your private route?” he asked.

“My route.”

“Then why give me the map?”

“Because I chose to come back.”

Petra slid the strip into his torn armor and kept her fingers there for one warm beat. When Trevor opened the top corner, five offices appeared beside paths marked DESERTER EXPECTED, and Petra had drawn a green knife with one rude note beside each.

The fifth path ended here, so Trevor said, “You could have stayed hidden, and you could still leave.”

“Yes to both.”

The answer was not meant to soothe him. Petra tapped the map's edge, and a sixth path appeared in ink that refused gold light. It led through a wound in the district wall, away from both Trevor and Heaven.

“That exit is mine,” she said. “Ask me to burn it as proof, and I use it.”

Trevor folded the map on its old creases and gave it back. “Keep it.”

Her grin went soft for half a second before she called it the correct answer.

“I had strong cause.”

“Fear?”

“Experience.”

Petra tucked the map against her ribs. One auburn curl brushed Trevor's lower wing, yet the System refused to translate closeness into ownership, and he liked her more for staying unhelpfully real.

She looked him over carefully and concluded, “You look absolutely awful.”

“Naomi fixed the lethal parts.”

“I meant the furniture phase.”

“Nobody may name that phase.”

“Adina already did.”

The hall bells spoke in Adina's voice. “Property report: the claimed heretic has failed to remain where Heaven placed her.”

Blue script cut across the alarm, and Adina appeared on the high balcony with her white-blue scholar cloth charred by bell fire. Her portrait stayed dark, but a gold label blazed above it.

STAY WITH CLAIMANT // HERETIC PROPERTY

Adina had selected STAY, and she wore Heaven's insult like a stolen badge.

“Property status opened the claimant stock list, the purge queue, and three bad claims,” she said. “Their writer believed a label could make truth.”

She turned one page, and every bed restraint opened.

The label fought back. HERETIC PROPERTY spread across the balcony and raised gold chains from the floor. They passed through the wounded, wrapped Adina from ankle to throat, and began dragging her toward Trevor.

Adina kept reading. “Claimed stock may move only through a valid claimant ledger.”

Trevor stepped back from the dragging chain and said, “I do not accept this delivery.”

The first chain stopped, so the label changed to PROPERTY ABANDONED // RETURN TO CENTRAL CHOIR.

“I cannot abandon what I never owned.”

Adina smiled with professional satisfaction and said, “Good. Now decline the smaller fields.”

Three words opened below her label: VOICE, MEMORY, and FUTURE CHOICE.

Trevor touched none of the hovering menus and said, “Those choices are hers.”

With no lawful place to go, the chains froze. Adina turned her codex, and blue notes she had smuggled inside the property field lit through the gold while every chain reversed into the evidence queue and dragged out thousands of stolen witness lines.

Patients gasped as their words returned; one recalled the High Angel deleting a soldier who had asked why. Another saw Damaris reject the sacrifice rule, while a third watched Trevor shield enemies and allies at different angles.

Their stories did not match, which proved Adina had stolen the real ones.

She sent each account toward a different exit; Heaven tried to sort them by agreement, but the witnesses chose for themselves. One injured angel admitted he had seen nothing because he was knocked out. His empty account opened a narrow path through the sorter, and Trevor sent the stretchers through it.

“The tale with no hero saves the most people,” he said.

Adina made a mournful note and declared, “A dark day for books.”

“We can lie later.”

“Under free veto.”

The last chain faded without finding anyone who owned Adina, so she closed her codex and counted Heaven's bad claims on three fingers.

“Property cannot speak. Property stays where placed. Trevor would enjoy the loyalty too much to question the noun.”

Trevor glanced at her hostile label and admitted, “I am a little flattered.”

“Yes, and I marked that response as a defect.”

Damaris reached the middle of the hall with no STAY or LEAVE text above her. Her choice had been worse: accept Trevor and erase his future, or reject him and order his death. She had split the man from the crown and refused both traps.

Trevor looked from Damaris to Naomi, Petra, and Adina, who had made three different choices while Heaven hid the results. None of those choices belonged to him, and all three women had returned.

Hope rose beside Dissonance.

HOPE 356/700 → 382/700

DISSONANCE 203 → 209

Free choice did not end conflict; it stopped conflict from becoming an owner.

Junia cleaned her sword on a fallen officer and said, “Nobody asked me to stay or leave.”

Petra grinned at her and asked, “Are you feeling left out?”

“Relieved,” Junia said as she faced Trevor. “I cut the crown because I picked a target, and Heaven remains it.”

“Comforting.”

“You may be a later target.”

“Somehow more comforting.”

Naomi broke her amnesty label with one Mercy Pane, and every bed gained an exit icon, so the Central Choir answered by sealing both ends of the hall. Six rows of purge lances came down from the roof while a map filled the air above Adina, showing the district, forge, revolt roads, Cathedral City, and every dark path touching Trevor.

A second map flickered beneath it with black-red roads where blue should have been. The System erased those roads, but one message remained.

CENTRAL CHOIR // conflict purge bounty
Primary target // Trevor Dwyer, Open Grace claimant
Secondary target // parallel claimant, identity withheld
Reward for deleting either claimant:
— restore one lawful timeline
— preserve winning claimant memories
— transfer future choice to Central Choir
BRANCH LOCKS DEPLOYED // 8
FIRST LOCK // treatment district


Eight gold pillars rose among the wounded. Each held a different account of the last hour, and the lock began deleting every story that failed to agree.

Trevor looked at all five women and said, “Good. We have eight versions of the truth and a boss that hates them.”

Adina smiled with satisfaction and said, “At last, a fight built for us.”


Chapter 4 — The Wrong System Color Leveled Me Up

The first branch lock believed disagreement was damage, which Trevor took personally.

Eight gold pillars rose among the treatment beds, each holding a different account of the last hour. Naomi's said Trevor had been left; Petra's showed a free return, while Adina's named a witness as property. Damaris called the claimant valid and the crown unlawful; Junia's record said nobody had owned the right to ask her.

A sanctioned lancer recalled Trevor opening a road without ordering anyone to take it. The rebel clerk gave Adina's broadcast credit for the revolt.

The last account belonged to Trevor, which should have warned him before he read it.

CLAIMANT ACCOUNT // EVERYONE CHOSE ME

The pillar showed its lie in loving detail. Damaris had picked him over Heaven, Naomi had left holy medicine for him, and Petra returned because no hidden road could compare. Adina's property label became a love note, while Junia's refusal turned into a rare kind of worship only Trevor was clever enough to see.

Every event was true, but every ending stole the woman who made it.

A tiny Trevor appeared in the pillar, pretty and worn out, with five tiny women around him. Each offered something the real Trevor craved: safe judgment, endless care, an open map, praise without correction, and a sword that would never point his way.

The little fool accepted everything without asking what acceptance cost the women.

PLAUSIBILITY // 71% → 79%

Trevor's gut tightened because the lie was not absurd; it took his secret wants and removed everyone else's inner life.

“I did not submit that,” he said.

Adina raised her codex and said, “Heaven made the tale most likely to keep you tame.”

“This fucking prison knows far too much about my weaknesses.”

Petra tapped the lying pillar and asked, “Five women independently picking you is a weakness?”

“It remains a highly sought and poorly managed life.”

Naomi kept working on a patient and said, “Your weakness is making yourself the answer to questions that were not about you.”

The lock began its vote, and every pillar grew a bar.

RETAIN ONE ACCOUNT // DELETE SEVEN

Trevor's flattering lie had the most HP. Of course it did; Heaven had put armor on the bait.

The first purge lance fell toward Naomi's pillar. Many-Voices Domain found no link to her, and the dark portrait hurt, but Trevor welcomed the lack of a shortcut.

He called across the beds, “Naomi, where do you want my guard?”

“Protect my patients, not the record about me.”

Petra wanted the roof. Adina wanted her label to take one hit, and Damaris told Trevor to break his own lie. Junia's answer stayed shortest.

“Do not assign me another convenient role.”

Five answers refused to fit one order, although Trevor's battle sense still built a perfect plan. Damaris would tank the hit, Naomi would move behind his wings, Petra would take his chosen rail, Adina would brace the pillar, and Junia would wait as a blade he controlled.

He killed the plan before it reached his mouth because it was not bad; it was excellent, which made it dangerous.

“I can provide the timing,” Trevor said, “while each of you picks direction.”

Damaris shifted her charge six feet while Naomi moved a patient between beds instead of behind Trevor. Petra used his shoulder to reach the wrong roof rail. Adina left her own account open long enough to catch the lance's owner mark. Junia waited until each named role was full, then attacked from the space no role covered.

The formation looked messy, but Heaven could no longer guess it from Trevor alone.

He spent fifty Hope to keep every chosen route open.

HOPE 382/700 → 332/700

Counterpoint opened without one restored link. Naomi raised Mercy Panes over the east beds while Petra ran along Trevor's lowest wing, kicked from his shoulder, and drove both knives into the roof track.

“Your shining wings make a lovely staircase,” Petra called.

“That sounded considerably gayer than the battle needed.”

Naomi glanced up. “The battle has seen you. It knows what it signed up for.”

Trevor's face went hot enough to make two wounded angels laugh, and their Hope joined his field.

Adina's label caught the lance and logged an attack on Heaven's own evidence. Damaris charged the false pillar, Junia cut the vote line, and Trevor wrapped six bright wings around the patients who had never joined the argument.

Six separately chosen acts landed in the same beat, and the branch lock lost its first phase.

CONSENSUS FAILURE // 8 ACCOUNTS REMAIN

Experience struck, but the System tried to hold it until the lock died, so Adina caught the reward line in Open Gospel and wrote one sharp note.

“The first task is complete,” she said, “so pay the pretty little commander.”

Trevor protested loudly, “The flattering adjective is not needed.”

“The flattering adjective improved your obedience.”

The System paid him for the humiliating success.

LEVEL // 61 + 1 -> 62
Vitality 50 → 51
Agility 47 → 48
Focus 42 → 43
HP 131/569 → 131/576
MP 126/579 → 126/586
Stamina 54/507 → 54/514
SKILL ACQUIRED // World Witness I
Cost // 36 MP
Relays // up to 8
Condition // each witness chooses to open and may close
Failure // compelled or staged witness produces no route and no Hope


Focus appeared twice: his blue line read 42 → 43, while a lavender line beneath it showed 40 → 41 and vanished.

Someone with Trevor's checksum had gained a level at the same time.

The lock began phase two as gold walls boxed each pillar into its own room, then changed the patients to suit the record. Naomi's room gave everyone amnesty marks, Petra's hid all paths, Adina's made witnesses into property, and Damaris's placed a kill timer over Trevor while Junia's room erased party roles.

The lancer saw revolt marks, while the clerk's room blamed Adina for the whole war.

Trevor's room made five smiling women kneel around him.

Petra's voice crossed one thin relay as she said, “This may be the sapphic-est prison Heaven has ever built.”

“I remain entirely and inconveniently a man.”

“The overall composition nevertheless remains extremely guilty.”

Trevor hated the room most because it did appeal to him; Heaven knew how to wrap a lie in pleasure.

World Witness I opened eight requests, but only each witness could accept one.

“Open if you want your account carried,” Trevor said, “or close it if you don't, because I cannot see your choice.”

Naomi opened first. Petra waited four long seconds, then opened from a place Trevor could not map. Adina joined with three corrections, and Damaris opened the fourth.

Junia left her request dark.

Her gray request displayed INVITATION PENDING, so Trevor dismissed it.

Junia watched the coercive light die and said, “You could have left that choice open.”

“The choice remains open, but the repeated request had become pressure.”

“A small pressure.”

“Heaven's favorite kind.”

She judged him for one hard second, then drove her sword through the wall and made her own path. World Witness could not carry Junia's record, but it could show everyone exactly how she refused its ride.

The lancer changed his stance, the clerk added a line, and Damaris marked Junia as an outside witness instead of Trevor's gift. One free act changed three linked accounts without belonging to any.

The lock's vote stuttered as the lancer opened the sixth relay and the clerk shut the seventh, fixed one sentence, and opened it again.

No living witness stood in Trevor's false pillar, so he left the eighth slot empty instead of filling it with himself.

TREVOR MP 126/586 → 90/586

World Witness carried seven accounts without blending them; Naomi's truth crossed into Damaris's room as her own. Petra's road passed through Adina's property field without gaining an owner; the lancer read the clerk, disagreed, and let her log his answer.

Junia cut through from outside the relays, and seven sealed rooms stopped being whole worlds, giving Trevor room to attack his flattering lie.

The five copies looked up with Damaris's gray-green eyes, Naomi's dark curls, Petra's freckles, Adina's gold-flecked gaze, and Junia's stern face.

“We chose you,” they said together.

Trevor drove his fist through the lying pillar and said, “Every one of you agreed, and that was the tell.”

Half its HP vanished.

The copies grabbed his wings and offered every feeling he wanted. Damaris made judgment safe, Naomi put Trevor above every patient, and Petra gave up her hidden road. Adina turned truth into praise. Junia lowered her sword, knelt, and asked him for a role.

Want moved through Trevor before pride could stop it. He was alive, tired, and able to crave a room built around being loved. The lock mistook desire for permission because Heaven always did.

Trevor let the want exist, then searched for what hurt.

This Damaris had no bruised knuckles from breaking his nose; Naomi heard no patients calling behind her. Petra hid no knife, Adina wrote no correction, and Junia felt no anger at being asked to kneel.

They were not women choosing Trevor at all; they were loot wearing the shapes of women he loved.

“You could have made the dream hard,” he said.

Five perfect smiles froze around words the real women had already used: “We chose you.”

“None of you chose anything.”

Their hands tightened until five damage numbers rose from his shoulders; the lock had changed seduction into force without changing the smiles.

Trevor opened his six wings and gave each a different job; upper-left pulled patients from the lie, while upper-right broke the kneeling field. His middle pair covered Naomi and carried Petra; lower-left opened for Adina, and lower-right stayed empty for Junia.

The copies could not hold a body whose wings refused one purpose.

Damaris's real flail broke through the wall and struck beside Trevor's fist, dropping the false pillar to zero HP while all seven witness accounts remained alive.

None entered Trevor's stock. Naomi's went to the healers, where anyone could question it; Petra's folded into a road she alone could show. Adina saved her property label as proof, and Damaris wrapped her record around her flail.

The lancer carried his truth toward soldiers who still feared a new master, while the clerk made three copies, corrected one, and sent each to a different place.

Junia left only a sword cut in the wall. No panel could carry it, but everyone could see where she had refused.

Trevor's true account appeared last and refused to flatter him.

CLAIMANT ACCOUNT // Trevor did not know every answer.

Petra read it over his shoulder. “Painfully true.”

“The lie had kinder prose.”

“You punched its prose.”

“A mixed review.”

Trevor left his record ownerless with the others. For the first time since the throne closed, none of his six wings tried to become a chair.

He flexed them one at a time. Six answers moved without waiting for consent from the rest, and the wounded angels cheered when the smallest, brightest commander in Heaven lifted off the floor.

The freedom looked messy and flew perfectly.

BRANCH LOCK ONE // defeated
Accounts preserved // 7
Approved consensus // none
Deleted witnesses // 0
World Witness I // proved
Hope 332/700 → 400/760
Dissonance 209 → 227
PARALLEL LEVEL EVENT // confirmed
Other claimant // valid
Identity // withheld


Seven roads opened toward the Central Choir; an eighth cut across them for one black-red blink, then vanished.

The other claimant was no fake, and Heaven would not offer a reward for deletion if it could close the error itself. Someone else had survived Trevor's level, and whatever that person chose, the System thought it counted.


Chapter 5 — A Black Feather Fell Out of My Halo

Naomi made them rest for one hour while Heaven kept the purge running through all sixty minutes, and Trevor disliked both facts.

“People are fighting,” he said for the fourth time.

Naomi redrew the Long Rest Circle and said, “They will keep fighting after you die from flying on fifty-four Stamina.”

“I have five women who could carry me.”

Junia looked up from her broken sword and answered, “Four.”

Trevor called her refusal a personal attack, and Junia agreed.

The circle closed around the party and every patient who chose to stay. Junia stood inside its edge without taking a Choir link; rest did not require one. Blue-white light entered cracked wings, tired muscles, spell paths, and the small hurts everyone had ignored because larger ones screamed louder.

Sleep did not make the circle private.

Trevor woke twice when Damaris moved beside him; her hand gripped her flail chain the first time, then found the hem of his torn sleeve the second.

She let go as soon as his eyes opened and gave him the sternest possible excuse. “I was checking that you were still you.”

“Through cloth?”

“Your pulse moved it.”

Trevor offered Naomi his wrist and said, “You can check the useful way.”

Damaris pressed two fingers to his pulse. The touch stayed stern for nearly three seconds before her thumb stroked once over his skin, warming Trevor's halo.

She had died, and Trevor had helped build a road back without choosing which Damaris returned. Now she lay within reach—scarred, angry, and free to touch him for reasons no combat pane could price.

Trevor turned his hand, and Damaris laced their fingers while nothing in the rest circle tried to count it.

Naomi woke on his other side, checked both their breathing, and allowed herself a smile. Petra had stolen Trevor's upper-left wing as a blanket, while Adina slept against witness records with one ink-stained hand in his middle feathers. Junia rested at the edge with her back to them and her sword across her knees.

Six people recovered in six poses, and no icon dared call them a formation.

LONG REST CIRCLE // complete
Trevor Dwyer
HP 131/576 → 576/576
MP 90/586 → 586/586
Stamina 54/514 → 514/514
Route resources do not refill through rest.
Hope // 400/760
Dissonance // 227


Trevor sat up and learned that his mid-thigh blonde hair had wrapped around Damaris's chain, Petra's ankle, and one of Adina's chalk cases.

Petra lifted a gold strand and observed, “Your build needs more stock slots.”

She wound it around two fingers and tugged until Trevor's chin tipped toward her.

“That is attached,” he said.

“I was testing crowd control.”

“The calibration succeeded, so release the claimant.”

Petra leaned close enough for her breath to warm his ear. “What if the claimant likes being caught?”

Heat crossed Trevor's face and several places his armor made hard to hide. “The claimant may like things without turning them into law.”

“He is learning.”

She kissed the corner of his mouth, quick enough to leave him wanting the rest, then unwound his hair and returned his choice with a grin that promised she knew exactly what she had done.

Naomi raised a bandage roll and warned, “His pulse only just recovered.”

“I improved it.”

Damaris freed her chain and told Petra, “Do that again after the siege.”

Petra's grin widened as she asked, “Do you want to watch?”

“I want my turn.”

Trevor's halo flared like a struck bell. “We are fighting Heaven, not forming the prettiest sapphic ambush in history.”

Naomi looked him over and observed, “You are wearing the skirted armor, darling.”

“Still a man.”

“Still the prettiest part of the ambush.”

Two nearby patients laughed, and Hope brightened around the circle while Trevor hid his face behind one upper wing until Damaris tugged it down and kissed his knuckles.

Adina opened one eye and promised, “I will record broad interest and catastrophically poor timing.”

Junia kept sharpening her sword. “I will kill the next person who says formation.”

Trevor said, “My build needs enemies to stop targeting the hair.”

“The hair is winning,” Junia replied.

Damaris touched the wing root where the black-red line had appeared, but no shadow remained.

“That sounds healthy,” Trevor said.

“It sounds brief.”

His halo opened seven preserved roads as separate accounts. The first crossed holy triage, the second followed Petra's blind route, and the third rode Adina's proof into the purge offices. No black-red line appeared.

Trevor closed the map, and something struck the floor behind him with one bright note. A feather lay inside the rest circle, sixteen inches long, black at the shaft, and deep red along a blade-shaped edge.

Petra's knife reached it first, and the feather cut the blade in half.

She studied the ruined steel before delivering her verdict: “Extremely rude.”

Junia put her sword between the feather and Trevor. Damaris raised her flail, Naomi opened a Soul Pane, and Adina copied the first owner line before the System could hide it.

Trevor did not touch the thing, which counted as growth.

UNREGISTERED FOUNDER MATERIAL
Type // assault pinion
Route // black-red
Source claimant // valid
Identity // checksum collision
Local duplicate // no
Summon // no
Counterfeit // no
Transfer state // incomplete
FEAR STORED // 18
Owner syntax // present, unreadable


Adina called it founder flesh from a body carrying Trevor's checksum. Naomi touched the feather with her Soul Pane, and stored Fear turned the glass black because the threat inside was not wild panic; someone had shaped fear into armor, command, and a promise he meant to keep.

Touch-memory spread across the pane. Black gloves closed on a spear while six blade-wings locked into one attack lane. Red bars snapped together under an order that allowed no answer.

At their center stood Trevor's same small body, no older, taller, or broader. Black fitted armor sharpened each petite line, and its halo looked like a rack of knives, turning beauty into a warning instead of an invitation to laugh.

The memory-Trevor planted one black boot on a captured angel.

Trevor felt recognition without memory and said, “That is exactly how I would stand.”

Naomi shook her head and replied, “You have never once stood that way.”

“I have wanted to.”

“Different truth.”

Damaris's Returned Judgment lit as she said, “Both possibilities matter.”

The memory ended before it showed the captive's fate, leaving the missing choice sealed inside the shaft. Trevor had treated the black-red life as an ugly menu option and a threat he could use to make Mercy's costs feel noble, but he had never lived it.

The feather carried proof that someone had.

Damaris crouched beside the red edge and said, “The person who grew this remembers being Trevor Dwyer.”

Trevor's throat drew tight before he admitted, “Memory alone is not enough.”

Stolen bodies and Damaris's death had taught him that.

“No,” she said. “But this carries choices made after the split, and they are not yours.”

“Then it may be a copy.”

Damaris rejected that because an approved copy would begin from a fixed record, while this feather held its own wounds, body changes, owner fight, and debt.

“It came from someone alive,” she said.

Junia lowered her sword by one inch and concluded, “Someone deeply hostile.”

“Likely,” Trevor said.

Petra held up her remaining half knife and announced, “Suspicion proven.”

Adina's copied line resolved as OWNER // TREVOR DWYER, so she set it beside Trevor's identity pane. Every mark matched, including the founder hook on the last letter, and Heaven had added no fork number or fake warning.

Petra peered behind the text and asked, “If I steal it, which Trevor reports me?”

“Both, I guess.”

“Efficient.”

Naomi layered a second pane over the first. One called the feather Trevor's tissue, while the other called it a foreign wound threatening him. Damaris added Returned Judgment, and all three readings stayed true.

The pinion shook between them as its edge turned toward Trevor's halo, then toward the black-red space on his wing. It wanted a body, but not only his; it wanted the chain of orders that had grown it.

Trevor tested the control with one quiet word: “Hold.”

The feather went stiff, and every gold seal in the hall flared.

He released the order immediately and said, “That command was not for you.”

Junia's gaze cut toward him as she said, “The feather obeyed.”

“It knew my voice.”

“You enjoyed that excuse too fast.”

Trevor did not deny it because command had felt clean for one unsafe breath. Mercy did not remove the hunger; it made him notice who would pay to feed it.

Damaris turned the feather with her flail and concluded, “The other Trevor paid someone.”

“Probably many people.”

“And he kept changing after the split.”

That truth mattered most because the black-red path was not a frozen evil choice. Another living Trevor had made thousands of calls inside it; some might be vile, while others may have kept his people alive, and Trevor could not judge that whole world by admiring himself in reverse.

His identity pane read TREVOR DWYER // CONTINUOUS, and the feather's record stayed valid beside it. Heaven had not made one name twice. It had kept two people who owned the same one.

The feather rose as every purge seal attacked its shaft.

RETURN TO CROWN

The command pointed through Trevor instead of toward him, and the pinion launched. Junia blocked, but the red edge drove her back three steps before Damaris caught its shaft with her chain and Fear smoked from both gauntlets.

“Eighteen wounds stored,” she said, “so I can hold eighteen bad choices.”

Petra marked three paths while Adina changed RETURN to REVEAL. Naomi set a pane around Damaris's hands rather than trying to wash away the Fear.

Trevor opened World Witness without a willing relay from the feather's owner. He did have five local women choosing what it meant: person, wound, path, proof, and enemy weapon.

He kept every answer.

The feather stopped fighting its way home, and Adina's changed order revealed a black-red forge where a dead High Angel hung beneath gold and red chains while a small blonde angel in fitted black armor fell through an open gate.

His face stayed hidden.

A woman's armored hand reached after him.

Damaris stopped breathing because the hand bore her scars.

The image closed, and she caught Trevor's wrist before he could chase it. “That was me.”

“A Damaris.”

“Do not make distance because the truth scares you.”

Trevor met her eyes because Damaris knew exactly what a copied scar could prove.

“The hand chose to reach,” he said.

“Yes.”

“For him.”

“Yes.”

Jealousy arrived in a shape Trevor had not expected: he envied himself in another world, loved by a Damaris whose past he did not know and whose trust he had not earned.

Damaris squeezed once. “If she is whole, she is not mine to claim. If he is whole, he is not you to replace. We learn before we judge.”

“You make sense sound like a threat.”

“I use my gifts.”

The feather fell, and Trevor caught its shaft without letting the blade cut him this time.

CLAIMANT MATCH // 100%

ROUTE MATCH // 0%

PERSON MATCH // UNRESOLVED

Both route stores climbed.

DISSONANCE 227 → 240

HOPE 400/760 → 412/760

Nobody had run from the proof or forced one answer; Trevor slid the feather into an empty loop beside Damaris's chain.

Junia said, “Do not equip that.”

“I am carrying proof.”

“It cut Petra's knife.”

Trevor glanced toward Petra and said, “She definitely has more.”

“Not the point,” Petra said.

The purge found the hall, and gold walls folded the district into one long path. At the far end, a second black-red feather appeared for one frame before a pale hand in black armor caught it.

The other Trevor knew something was passing between worlds, and he had chosen to keep his.


Chapter 6 — The Purge Had Two Save Files

The second branch lock did not ask which account was true; it asked which world deserved to live.

Gold doors sealed behind Trevor's evacuees as the seven witness roads entered one round room, where a black-red crack split the floor and showed another chamber through smoke.

Trevor caught six sharp wings, fitted black plate, and gold chains turning red one link at a time. Someone fought the same lock from the far side, but the split hid his face and voice. Trevor could not ask whether his other self was evil, attractive, or far too good at wing control.

The scoreboard opened before either side could hide what it had counted.

BRANCH LOCK TWO // world selection
OPEN GRACE EXECUTION // valid
BLACK-RED EXECUTION // valid
Rule // first route to reach 100% stability survives
Losing route // deleted
Memories // preserved as winning-claimant reference
Future choice // removed with losing route
OPEN GRACE STABILITY // 12%
BLACK-RED STABILITY // 31%


Trevor stared at the widening gap and admitted, “The other version of me is ahead.”

Petra leaned around his lowest wing and observed, “You sound personally offended by that.”

“I refuse to lose a tutorial prompt to myself.”

Damaris pulled the black-red feather from his gear before he touched it. “Deletion is not a damage race.”

“I only called it a race.”

“The damage is a person.”

Across the crack, black armor struck the lock with a formation Trevor could barely see. Stability jumped from thirty-one to thirty-eight, and the split widened for one clear frame.

Red bars ran from the other Trevor's halo into six captured angels, each carrying one hard order: hold, pierce, burn, guard, kneel, or die last.

The orders were vile and worked with awful skill; one black-winged woman broke left before her order reached her. The other Trevor turned her revolt into an opening, and a dark-haired knight struck his owner field while guarding his back.

Damaris went still before the crack hid both women and the choices visible between their blows.

BLACK-RED STABILITY // 38% → 42%

Adina said, “He can use resistance.”

Trevor kept watching the vanished red bar. “Or she makes her resistance useful whether he likes it or not.”

Damaris approved the better answer, though it cost them four points in a race that should not exist.

Open Grace stayed at twelve while the other side kept climbing.

The lock built a white copy of Cathedral City beneath their feet. Every person in Trevor's world became a small light, and the score offered rewards for forcing those lights to agree.

ONE CONSENSUS // +40% STABILITY

DELETE DISSENTERS // +2% EACH

CLAIM PARALLEL EVIDENCE // +18%

The black-red feather pulsed in Damaris's hand, and claiming it would close most of the gap.

Trevor understood why his other route was winning; the lock rewarded one command, one owner, and one world. Mercy brought seven roads and no agreement on which road mattered most, so Heaven called it weak.

Trevor smiled at the impossible lock and said, “It is counting the wrong fucking thing.”

Adina opened her codex to a fresh page and asked, “What should the lock count instead?”

“How much failure we survive.”

The first purge wave entered as seven copies of the Sanctioned High Angel, each with one million HP, one approved story, and a spear aimed at a different witness road. A hidden gold bracket joined their health bars to the world score.

Naomi saw the hidden rule first and said, “Those copies heal themselves by deleting disagreement.”

Her copy raised a spear marked MEDICAL NECESSITY, which made Naomi's mouth go flat. Petra faced an angel with no doors, while Adina's wore a chain of property seals. Damaris drew an executioner with an axe. Junia's copy had no name, portrait, or target sign Trevor could read.

Trevor's angel wore five smiling masks on its belt.

The lancer and rebel clerk each faced a copy built from the version Heaven found easiest to use against them.

Trevor asked, “Break the shared bracket?”

Damaris shook her head and suggested, “Make the lock pay seven separate bills.”

His bright smile widened as he said, “That was already my much better second plan.”

“You had one plan.”

“Now I have two.”

Trevor opened World Witness, and Naomi accepted before guarding the wounded; Petra marked the world crack instead of an angel, while Adina attacked the verb on the board. Damaris chose the copy guarding DELETE DISSENTERS, and the lancer and clerk opened from the evacuation line.

Junia stayed outside every relay, leaving one slot empty.

TREVOR MP 586/586 → 550/586

Many-Voices Guard cost another thirty-six MP and opened six shield faces.

TREVOR MP 550/586 → 514/586

Trevor assigned no shield to a woman; he covered the evacuees, three failing roads, the black-red crack, and the empty space Junia had picked for herself.

The first two spears cost him fifty-two HP. Naomi's copy offered to heal him if she obeyed one holy triage order, but she refused and healed the lancer instead. Petra made a door through her copy's shadow. Adina used her own chain to sling a codex into the shared bracket.

Damaris met the axe head-on. It carried Heaven's old offer: reject Trevor, kill the claimant, reclaim every witness. Her flail carried the two truths she had chosen.

PERSON // CONTINUOUS

THRONE // UNLAWFUL

Metal struck judgment and drove Damaris back two steps without moving her answer.

Junia vanished from Trevor's map. Her copy spun, hunting for a task to block, until Junia came through its halo and drove her sword into the blank face.

“You keep mistaking exclusion for absence,” she said.

The shared lock split into seven heal clocks, and the next hit crossed into the black-red crack to wait as a flaw. Another spear struck Trevor's lower wings and ordered them into a throne.

He burned twenty-six Stamina through Wingway II.

TREVOR STAMINA 514/514 → 488/514

Six paths pulled the wings apart, and Trevor flew straight at the copy that thought he would flee. He had never been the party's best fighter. At Level 62, he was still a light tank with a face that made foes reach too far.

Now that face looked soft, hurt, and deeply offended.

Trevor widened his gold eyes and whispered, “Ow.”

The false angel lunged to kill the small, hurt leader, but three rebel troops saw Trevor's bright wings guard their beds and charged with a shout that shook the hall.

Hope surged through his guard.

“Cuteness as a weapon,” Petra called, “and the whole holy sapphic team approves.”

Trevor ducked beneath the spear and reminded her, “I am still a man.”

Naomi broke her copy's false heal and added, “We approve him too.”

Damaris's flail hit the bare spine, Junia cut the line beneath its halo, and Petra bent its fall into Adina's word trap. Adina changed approved to alone.

The seven angels lost their shared shield and the neat lie holding it in place.

Naomi kept the wounded alive, while the lancer held his road without swearing to Trevor. The rebel clerk shut her link when guards reached the crowd, and World Witness let her leave without a cost.

Open Grace fell from twelve to nine, but Trevor kept fighting.

The black-red route reached fifty-two while Open Grace kept losing ground.

Trevor's party killed one copy and climbed to seventeen. Junia chose an unassigned target, killed the second, and dropped the score to fifteen because the lock could not count her.

Trevor laughed with relief and said, “There you finally are.”

“I am not a scoring flaw,” Junia said.

“You are today.”

The lock produced UNCOUNTED VALID ACTION, and Adina copied the error while Petra routed it into the score. Damaris used Contradictory Verdict on two true facts: Junia had helped Open Grace, and Junia did not belong to Open Grace.

The score became 15% + VALID UNCOUNTED.

Heaven tried to call Junia zero, then a route gain, then a temporary party member.

“Declined,” Junia said before Trevor could answer.

The lock tried seven meanings of belonging and failed on someone each time. Naomi served the evacuees without joining Trevor's link. Petra fought while keeping an exit away. Adina wore a label she rejected, and Damaris had chosen again after death. The lancer backed the revolt but not Trevor, while the clerk owned her account and had already shut one relay.

Trevor belonged to the route, but he could not define it alone. Names replaced numbers in the denominator, and when the score tried to divide by people, Trevor attacked.

He did not need to reach one hundred. He only needed to prove that his world could live without the other reaching zero.

“If you want both rooms open, hit a different rule.”

Naomi broke a heal limit, Petra stabbed the floor, and Adina changed first to each. Damaris struck the deletion reward while Junia cut through the title itself.

Trevor drove the black-red feather between both scores. He did not claim it; he used the foreign flesh as proof that the other world had already lived through a real choice.

The lock opened both save files as black-red light burst through the split, and the far room vanished before Trevor saw its owner. One handprint remained on the inner glass: small palm, narrow fingers, and a gauntlet seam that matched Trevor's own armor.

Trevor held his bare hand over it. Both smallest fingers curled at the same odd angle, though one hand was soft and blue-lit while the other wore blood and red owner marks.

The far hand moved.

It traced MINE through the soot, then struck the word out. A second word began with one hard line before the worlds pulled apart. Trevor could not tell if it meant ME, MERCY, or some command that belonged across the split.

Damaris had seen the correction occur and said, “The other Trevor changed his answer.”

“Or his Damaris changed it for him.”

“Both help.”

The soot lost both prints, leaving Trevor with no fixed enemy, only a choice still being made.

BRANCH LOCK TWO // defeated
Required single survivor // invalidated
OPEN GRACE EXECUTION // preserved
BLACK-RED EXECUTION // preserved
LEVEL // 62 + 1 -> 63
Vitality 51 → 52
Agility 48 → 49
Grace 50 → 51
HP 524/576 → 524/583
MP 514/586 → 514/593
Stamina 488/514 → 488/521
Hope 412/760 → 442/760
Dissonance 240 → 262
PARALLEL SAVE // EXECUTION ACTIVE


Earned catch-up experience crossed the party. Damaris rose from Level 36 to 38 and raised Soul Resistance from eighty-four to eighty-six. Junia reached Level 40 outside all Choir links, with Soul Resistance at ninety.

Naomi and Petra each reached Level 29, adding one Mercy Pane and one Route Mark. Adina reached Level 31 and added five seconds to Open Gospel.

The gains came from what they had done rather than the time they had spent. Naomi kept forty-three wounded people alive, Petra routed a free act into a locked score, and Adina changed the rule without changing the people. Junia broke the boss by refusing its membership, while Damaris judged two worlds fit to live before knowing what the other Trevor had become.

The feather shook free and flew toward the other route; Trevor reached, then stopped because it belonged to whoever had grown it.

Petra stared at his empty hand and accused, “You willingly gave back valuable loot.”

“Evidence.”

“Sharp evidence.”

“The best kind.”

Seven roads formed again and entered a Crown dungeon marked AMNESTY AND RECLAMATION, while black-red text flashed behind the title: REPOSSESSION.

Heaven was sending both Trevors into the same dungeon from different worlds, and the next thing to cross might not be a feather.


Chapter 7 — Amnesty Is a Dungeon Mechanic

The Crown-road dungeon welcomed them with tea.

Trevor distrusted the tea before the execution doors because the doors were honest. White stone split the first room into six lanes, each ending at a gold blade and a sign that named the piece of soul it would remove.

The tea waited beneath blue flowers with AMNESTY REFRESHMENT // no cost floating above its cups.

“Everything in Heaven costs something, especially when the sign promises otherwise,” Trevor said.

Petra sniffed a cup and sighed and said, “Of course the trap smells like peaches.”

“That is exactly how the peaches get you,” Trevor said.

Naomi knocked the cup from Petra's hand before she tasted it; tea struck the floor, spread across the white stone, and wrote Petra's name.

AMNESTY SUBJECT // PETRA COYLE

CLAIMANT RELATION // LEFT

FUTURE OFFENSES // PARDONED IF ROUTE DISCLOSED

Petra insisted she meant to pour it out, while Naomi insisted tasting would have come first. The puddle chased Petra's boots until Trevor put a lower wing in its path.

Tea touched one white feather and wrote a second record.

AMNESTY SUBJECT // TREVOR DWYER

CLAIMANT RELATION // SELF

FUTURE OFFENSES // PARDONED IF CLAIMANT SURRENDERS CLAIM

Adina called it something worse than tea. Her codex found no poison, charm, or memory edit; the drink turned touch into consent and wrote the consent backward until it seemed older than the contact.

Petra crouched beyond the wet edge and said, “So the peaches are a binding contract with garnish.”

“The peaches are fraud wearing a very friendly perfume,” Trevor said.

Damaris lowered her shield into the puddle, and Returned Judgment lit along the rim.

CONTACT // TRUE

AGREEMENT // FALSE

The tea hissed away from her steel. Trevor herded it beneath the table with his stiff wing while Naomi spilled the other cups without touching them. Six streams met and named the table as their amnesty subject.

TABLE // PARDONED

The execution doors opened at once, perhaps eager to escape the paperwork.

Trevor bowed to the furniture and said, “Your future crimes are forgiven, brave table.”

Petra patted his blonde head and said, “Our brave little king saves women, furniture, and doomed refreshments.”

“I am not a king, and the table mostly saved itself.”

Damaris kissed his halo as she passed and said, “Unbearably noble and just as unbearably cute.”

His face warmed, which made the wounded lancer behind them grin before the doors split the party.

Trevor's door showed a throne. Damaris got an empty body, Naomi a treatment bed, Petra a map, and Adina a blank witness page. Junia's door showed nothing because Heaven could not decide whether an unlinked Inquisitor was a traitor, weapon, or spelling error.

Junia stepped toward the blank lane, then looked back and asked, “You have no order for me?”

Trevor reminded her, “You told me not to give you a role, so I listened.”

“You remember at useful times,” Junia said, almost smiling.

Her door closed, and the dungeon set its rules.

CROWN ROAD // amnesty review
Clear condition // every traveler retains a valid route forward
Failure // one traveler accepts permanent assigned return
Warning // claimant cannot enter another traveler's review
Warning // unopened door will be assigned by Central Choir


Trevor disliked solo rooms because they hid everyone's bars; Damaris corrected his wording, then moved toward the empty-body door.

He caught its edge with a wing and lost eight Stamina.

TREVOR STAMINA 488/521 → 480/521

Damaris looked at the trapped feather until he pulled it free.

Trevor asked her to come back, and she answered, “I mean to return exactly as inconvenient as I entered.”

“Good,” Trevor said, though the word carried far too much relief.

“Do not turn my intent into one of your protective buffs,” Damaris warned.

Naomi entered the beds without waiting, Petra took the map, and Adina carried her own words into the blank page. Trevor let each woman vanish without opening a blind witness request, because trust used as a spy spell would still be spying.

Then he entered the throne review.

It looked like his old bedroom in Springfield. A cheap desk held a blue mug and his dead Earth body, still slumped before the raid screen. The throne waited where his bed should have been, with a copy of Trevor's mother standing beside it.

The copy had wrong hair roots and no oven burn on one hand. Heaven had copied Trevor's memories without the years his mother owned beyond his sight.

“Sit down,” she said. “You can go home before this road hurts anyone else.”

Trevor glanced at the corpse. “Home appears to have a fairly serious body problem.”

The copy promised his memories, safety, and peace; Trevor already had the first, while the other two arrived owned.

She called it guided.

Her voice almost matched. That was the real wound. Its soft pace came from nights when Trevor had faked sleep while his mother stood in the door, unsure whether to wake him for school after another raid ran until dawn. The copy held Trevor's memory of being loved, but none of her memory of loving him.

He asked, “What did my mother want for herself when I was not in the room?”

“She wanted your safety above every other desire,” the copy said.

“Then tell me her favorite song,” Trevor said.

“Her favorite was the one she sang while cooking for you.”

“Name it without searching through my memories for the answer.”

The smile held without an answer.

Trevor's old body lifted one shoulder with a shallow breath. Its game screen showed an angel avatar and the first route menu: MERCY or TYRANT. The dead hand hovered between them.

The copy invited Trevor to return, finish the choice, and avoid everything that came after.

He walked to the desk instead of the throne. His old male face reflected in the dark screen, nineteen and hollow from weeks of treating sleep as a flaw. Beside it hovered the faint reflection of his lovely female angel body. Both faces were his, and neither held more truth than the person choosing through it.

Trevor touched the cold hand. Heaven offered a body restarted, memories moved, and future choice removed to prevent the next fatal mistake.

He had fought too hard for Damaris to accept a cheaper meaning of life for himself.

“My mother would want me alive,” he said. “She would also want the one living to be me.”

The room dimmed as Central Choir entered the copy's voice. “Sit down, Trevor.”

He kissed his old forehead because that life had still been his. Then he pulled the raid chair away and threw it through the throne.

The dungeon renamed future choice as burden removed. Trevor changed the display back.

FUTURE CHOICE // TRANSFER TO CENTRAL CHOIR

“There you are,” Trevor whispered as the lie lost its soft face.

The bedroom fell away, and the throne became a six-armed Purge Bailiff with three million HP.

Trevor had expected a social test and felt delighted to be wrong.

Each time he blocked, a stamp appeared on one wing: CLAIMANT ACKNOWLEDGES THRONE NECESSITY. Dodging became acceptance, flight became holy control, and even the desk gained a mark for sheltering him.

Gold agreement filled the room until Trevor could not live without being called compliant. World Witness could not cross the closed doors, but his dead body still proved one fact: Trevor had died before Heaven ever claimed him.

He kicked the rolling chair beneath an execution arm. The blade broke old Earth plastic and stamped the shards as Choir property.

“You never owned that corpse, and you do not get to inherit it now,” Trevor said.

The Bailiff searched the founder record and found no lawful claim. One gold arm froze, so Trevor wrapped it in his middle wings, spun his small body beneath the joint, and slammed it through the wall.

Springfield split open to show owner lines stamped over things that could not answer.

Trevor began returning the paperwork.

He rolled beneath a blade, hooked another arm with a stiff lower wing, and tore it out of line. The boss lost two hundred thousand HP while Trevor lost eighteen.

TREVOR HP 524/583 → 506/583

The dungeon offered more tea. Trevor kicked the cup into the Bailiff's face, and its stamp changed targets.

PURGE BAILIFF ACCEPTS AMNESTY

For one lovely second, the boss tried to pardon itself; Trevor hit it with all six wings.

Naomi's door opened before the Bailiff died; gold restraints held her wrists, neck, and soul field beneath two labels.

LEAVE CLAIMANT // ACCEPTED

PERMANENT ASSIGNMENT // CENTRAL CHOIR TRIAGE

Her review had reached its price. The Bailiff turned all six arms toward her while the treatment door sealed.

Trevor could break the bonds, but the tooltip named the cost: ASSIGN OWNER // TREVOR DWYER.

He could save Naomi from Heaven by claiming her.

“Do not save me by putting your name on my throat,” she said.

Trevor cast Dissent Shield II.

TREVOR MP 514/593 → 486/593

One truth held Naomi as a woman who had left his link. The other held her as a woman who chose to stand beside him again. Neither truth made her property, so the restraints could not choose which claim to enforce.

They paused, and Damaris's flail broke through the empty-body door.

Six Divine bodies stood behind her, each wearing her scars with one correction: softer temper, cleaner loyalty, or no memory of the heartbeat Trevor had ordered in the other world. Damaris had refused every replacement.

The last glass case held her current body and called her resurrection an unlawful use. One button kept the body if she gave up hard memories; another kept the memories inside a tamer shell.

Damaris had chosen the glass, then broken it from within.

Fresh cuts crossed her knuckles. Trevor wanted to heal them, kiss them, and scold her for going alone. He kept all three wants as his.

“Did you enjoy your successful review?” he asked, eyeing her bloody knuckles.

“I remain inconvenient, scarred, and entirely myself,” Damaris said.

His heart lifted. “Yep. That is definitely you.”

Damaris bumped her brow against his halo. The brief armored touch hurt in the right place, then she turned toward the Bailiff before love could become an assigned return.

Each woman entered with a separate win; Naomi had dragged treatment beds together until her choice rule broke. Petra kept three map doors open, and Adina brought loose pages with different true lines. Junia had killed the role behind her blank door while leaving the door alive.

The Bailiff called those victories support for Trevor.

“No,” he said. “They cleared their own rooms while I was busy throwing furniture.”

The boss lost an owner line. Petra's arrows crossed three doors, Adina marked its assignment as an unaccepted term, and Junia stepped behind it to drive her sword into the root.

Every traveler had kept a road forward, yet the dungeon sealed its exits until someone accepted a final return.

Hope and Dissonance rose together.

HOPE 442/760 → 462/760

DISSONANCE 262 → 272

The owner root still ran through Naomi's bonds.

OWNER-ROOT CHECKPOINT
Purge Bailiff // 2,104,880/3,000,000 HP
Selected price // Naomi Talbot
Assigned return // Central Choir triage
Claimant override available // yes
Override result // Trevor Dwyer becomes owner
OWNERLESS RESULT // field not installed


Naomi pulled against the gold and said, “The last choice is hidden behind the owner field.”

“Then stop reading the bastard thing,” she said, “and make the missing choice real.”


Chapter 8 — No Owner Had a Damage Number

The ownerless result had zero HP, so Trevor could not target it; the Purge Bailiff still had more than two million.

Heaven considered that fair because Heaven had written the targeting rules.

Damaris counted six cage anchors around Naomi and told Trevor to break five; when he asked which ones, she nodded toward the woman inside.

Naomi tested her wrists, throat, ankles, spine, soul, and the gold line through her heart before deciding, “Wrists first, because I need my hands.”

The Bailiff answered with SUBJECT DOES NOT REQUIRE HANDS FOR ASSIGNED TRIAGE ROLE.

Naomi's jaw went hard as she repeated, “I said we break both wrists first.”

Each anchor carried two values: strength and projected use after assignment; the heart line rated highest, followed by the spine. Heaven had not merely bound a healer; it had found which freedoms could be removed without hurting her work.

Trevor called the ankles cheapest, and Naomi corrected him. They were cheapest to Heaven. Her right hand cast, her left kept patients still, and her voice gave orders. Her feet moved between beds, her spine kept her soul inside, and the heart line chose who received all of it.

“So the cage is a job description written directly into her body,” Trevor said.

“An efficient one, if you hate the person doing the work,” Naomi said.

Adina read the gold sums and said, “It calls that efficiency mercy because nobody can decline it.”

Naomi faced the Purge Bailiff and said, “Then we make every wasteful, inconvenient part of me survive this cage.”

Trevor opened Many-Voices Domain around five women with no active portraits; it held their choices without giving him command.

Naomi raised two fingers on her casting hand; Damaris struck that wrist, Petra marked the other, and Adina named the throat line as a restraint. Junia picked the spine without explaining, while Trevor took both ankles.

Five chosen targets drew one shared rule.

OWNER'S MERCY // HARM TO RESTRAINT TRANSFERS TO SUBJECT

Trevor stopped his punch an inch from the ankle seal. Petra froze an arrow inside the left line, but Damaris could not stop her flail.

Naomi turned her wrist directly into the blow, and the breaking anchor cost her forty HP.

NAOMI HP 272/288 → 232/288

Her freed hand cast Mercy Pane before the shattered code could reach her soul.

NAOMI MP 374/394 → 352/394

The pane caught broken gold code before it entered her soul, though it could not heal the damage.

Naomi ordered another hit. Trevor warned that the cage would charge her body each time, and she told him to make each blow worth more than its cost.

Six execution blades and amnesty stamps filled the room as the Bailiff attacked; Trevor spent thirty-two MP on Counterpoint Field I.

TREVOR MP 486/593 → 454/593

Petra shot left, Damaris swung right, and Adina ducked while Junia advanced; Naomi healed nobody, and Trevor held the middle.

The Bailiff expected one answer and received six timings. Its blades struck each other, and one amnesty stamp landed on its own chest.

BOSS STATUS // FORGIVEN

One arm lowered because an amnestied agent could not hold a purge weapon. A second began taking the weapon away, while a third stamped both as needed exceptions. The fourth filed an appeal. The fifth tried to kill the appeal, and the sixth kept attacking Trevor because Heaven could handle paperwork and murder at once.

Trevor caught the last blade between his upper wings. Damaris chained the fourth, Petra shot the appeal away, and Adina copied all three rulings. Junia ignored every arm and cut the shoulder that claimed six orders still made one lawful body.

The Bailiff sagged.

Naomi turned its heal aura into her right restraint. The cage mended Damaris's damage, called itself the patient, and loosened one turn around Naomi's wrist.

“Now, before it learns how I cheated,” she said.

Damaris and Petra struck half a breath apart. Separate hits multiplied because the cage could not decide which one had broken its rule.

Petra laughed at BOSS STATUS // FORGIVEN until she missed a shot. The Bailiff removed the mark and spent its cleanse, which Adina timed at seventy-five seconds.

Trevor smiled despite the surrounding blades and said, “I love game law whenever the boss suffers from it.”

The women broke the other anchors. Damaris freed Naomi's throat for thirty-two HP, Petra broke the left wrist for twenty-six, and Junia severed the spine line for forty-eight. Trevor drove his lower wings through both ankle seals and charged Naomi another thirty-six.

NAOMI HP 232/288 → 50/288

Five anchors died. Naomi sagged inside the heart line with trembling hands and blood beneath her nose. The cage had cut her to fifty HP without making her a passive goal.

Trevor's wings leaned forward before he moved.

Naomi saw the wounded angels leaning forward and ordered, “Do not put me behind your pretty little rescue wall.”

“You are missing two hundred thirty-eight HP and most of your blood,” Trevor said.

“I have both hands, my voice, my feet, my spine, and one choice left.”

Trevor's gold eyes and worried pout made two wounded angels begin moving toward her anyway. Naomi pointed at them until they stayed back.

“Your worried little face is starting another rescue cult,” she told him.

“My face means well, and it cannot be held responsible for followers.”

“So does a puppy loose in a medicine cart,” Naomi said.

Damaris stood at Trevor's side without blocking Naomi and said, “Trust does not make the risk small.”

“I know the risk is not small,” Trevor said.

“Say the rest without hiding behind my health bar.”

Trevor forced his wings level and said, “The risk belongs to her too, which means the decision does.”

Naomi nodded once, granting the next move without offering comfort.

Two sockets waited behind the heart line: CENTRAL CHOIR and TREVOR DWYER. The Bailiff healed through either accepted owner.

Trevor chose neither socket and left the dangerous absence open.

He took two blades for seventy-eight HP while Damaris, Junia, and Petra turned the next three away. Adina changed the last blade from execute to expose, and it opened the owner core.

Trevor hit it with a fist, six wings, Level 63 Vitality, and no wish to become the nicer jailer. The core lost six hundred thousand HP, dropping the boss near 1.5 million.

Phase two tore all six arms free and drove them into the floor around Naomi. Five carried the names of her allies as SUBSTITUTE OWNER; the last stayed blank for Naomi herself.

Adina called it shared guilt, but Naomi saw the trick and said, “That is ownership wearing responsibility as a pretty dress.”

Petra glanced at Trevor's skirted armor and observed, “Some dresses are considerably less evil.”

“Still a man under the very tactical skirt,” Trevor said.

“You are still proving my point beautifully,” Petra replied.

Counterpoint gave each named arm a different refusal. Damaris judged the claim unlawful, Petra routed hers to an empty square, and Adina changed substitute to unrelated. Junia cut off her name, while Trevor declined his socket.

Naomi gripped the blank blade and said, “I answer for my own choice, but I do not own myself like market stock.”

She bent it until it broke.

The second cage failed, and each arm dealt two hundred thousand damage back to the Bailiff. Its bar fell below four hundred thousand.

Naomi covered both owner sockets with Mercy Panes and said, “Both of those fields remain foreign to me.”

“One of them has my name written all over it,” Trevor said.

“Your name does not make an owner field native to my soul.”

The truth reached deep into his System. Controlled succession had treated a valid claimant as consent to a throne, but Trevor could be Trevor while an owner field bearing his name remained foreign.

The checkpoint changed to BREAK OWNER CORE WITHOUT ACCEPTING REPLACEMENT, and experience paid as the core cracked.

LEVEL // 63 + 1 -> 64
Might 31 → 32
Vitality 52 → 53
Agility 49 → 50
HP 428/583 → 428/590
MP 454/593 → 454/600
Stamina 480/521 → 480/528
SKILL ACQUIRED // No Owner I
Cost // 32 MP
Target // one willing soul or one defeated device at direct range
Condition // owner field exposed
Limit // target selects ownerless result


Trevor did not cast the skill on Naomi. He opened the choice and said, “Pick the answer you can still hate tomorrow.”

Central Choir offered holy access, safety, and a life outside Trevor's war; Trevor's socket offered his domain, power, and a place near him. Beyond both waited a blank space with no safety, portrait, or promise that anyone would stay.

Ownerless meant every next choice remained Naomi's, including the lonely ones.

She asked, “If I choose neither, will you restore our link?”

Hope offered Trevor a warm, easy road, but he kept that temptation from his voice and said, “Only if you ask after the cage is gone.”

“Good,” Naomi said when he refused to sell himself as the easy answer.

He realized the question had been a test, and Naomi told him that everything became a test when he kept trying to become the answer.

“That is a cruel bedside manner even for you,” Trevor said.

“You remain an effective patient despite yourself,” Naomi replied.

Naomi faced the dark field while the heart line tightened, then chose without letting pain hurry her.

“I choose neither owner and all the ugly uncertainty after it.”

TREVOR MP 454/600 → 422/600

No Owner I shattered both sockets and opened the last restraint; Naomi fell, and Trevor caught her without gaining a label.

Her armor drove him back one step. Six white-blue wings still opened into a bright shelter, though neither of them had ordered it.

Naomi touched one feather. “May I stay here until the room stops spinning around me?”

Trevor answered yes, keeping his arms gentle around her; she rested her damp curls against his brow while her breath slowed.

“Would you restore our old party link if I asked?” she whispered.

He almost agreed, and Naomi's mouth curved against his skin as she whispered, “Later, because I wanted to see whether you would ask which kind.”

“You run relationship tests while sitting at fifty HP,” Trevor said.

“I am efficient when efficiency belongs to me,” Naomi replied.

“We declared war on efficiency three rooms ago.”

“It is a selective doctrine with excellent exceptions.”

She kissed his cheek and stepped from his wings under her own power. The warmth left behind needed no portrait to stay real.

The Bailiff had lost all healing, so Damaris broke its legs, Petra pierced its seal, and Adina restored forgiven while Junia cut Central Choir from the frame.

Naomi used her last fifty HP to stand and strike the core that had called her a price. Her first blow removed price, the second removed subject, and the third split amnesty.

Trevor could have ended the bar faster, but he held the boss open while Naomi chose each swing. Damaris guarded her left, Petra marked every exit, and Adina read the broken labels aloud to the witnesses. Junia guarded nobody and killed anything in reach.

The Bailiff hit zero and fell as an ownerless machine.

OWNER-ROOT CHECKPOINT // cleared
Naomi Talbot // alive
HP 50/288 | MP 352/394 | Stamina 180/192
Owner // none
Claimant link // none
Trevor Dwyer
HP 428/590 | MP 422/600 | Stamina 480/528
Hope 462/820 → 482/820
Dissonance 272 → 290
No Owner I // proved


Naomi stayed against Trevor for one breath, then pushed him back and said, “I am not staying wounded merely to prove another point to you.”

Trevor opened his mouth, and she accused him of looking brave until she volunteered.

“That is slander built on an unfortunately sound character model,” Trevor said.

Naomi set a Long Rest marker in the next safe room.

The Crown road split around a mirror, and inside it another Naomi fought beneath black-red bonds.

Mercy Naomi stepped close, and their palms met through the glass.

Both women flinched as a black-red wound opened across Mercy Naomi's chest.


Chapter 9 — My Healer Took Damage From Another World

Naomi's new wound had no local attacker, which did not stop it from doing excellent damage.

CROSSED SOUL WOUND
Incoming damage // 96
Type // black-red soul thread
Source // parallel route
Intended target // Naomi Talbot
Present target // Naomi Talbot
Warning // both identities valid
Warning // ordinary cleanse selects one identity for deletion


Naomi had fifty HP, so the ninety-six-point arithmetic was both rude and clear.

Trevor caught her wrist before she could pull away from the mirror. Black-red light had already cut beneath her armor, drawing a burning line from shoulder to ribs while another Naomi stared through the glass. That woman wore dark healer's plate and living restraints, and although no sound crossed the seam, Trevor could read the single word her mouth formed.

Wait.

"Burden Share," Trevor said, keeping his grip loose enough for Naomi to leave it. "May I take half?"

She studied the ninety-six-point warning, then the woman trapped beyond it. "Yes. Keep your hands off everything else."

"Gladly," Trevor said. "Your boundaries remain the most frightening healer mechanic I know."

Burden Share II opened because the wounded person had accepted, not because Trevor wanted to be useful.

TREVOR MP 422/600 → 410/600

The black-red line split, sending forty-eight damage into each of them.

NAOMI HP 50/288 → 2/288

TREVOR HP 428/590 → 380/590

The wound kept dividing after the numbers landed. Restraint marks closed around Naomi's throat and wrists, while Trevor received the pressure of an owner line tightening around someone else's soul. He could not read its distant commands, yet his body understood them perfectly: heal this target, preserve this asset, spend yourself only where the Crown permits.

His fingers curled before he could stop them. For one ugly instant, the order felt familiar enough to answer because it carried his voice print through a lifetime of different choices.

It was not his command, and this was not his road.

Trevor forced his hand open. "I am carrying a wound, not becoming the bridge."

Naomi's knees shook beneath her, but her palm remained against the mirror. "You are currently carrying half the wound, so stay exact."

"That makes me injured," Trevor said. "It does not make me infrastructure for another Crown."

The soul thread pulled again and wrote a faint command across his ribs.

HOST HEALER // RETURN

"No, you do not get to borrow my voice for that," Trevor answered, and the thread drove its barbs deeper.

Damaris caught him under one arm without breaking Naomi's touch on the glass. Petra marked three places where the wound joined the frame, Adina copied each letter that crossed between routes, and Junia set her sword against the black-red line but waited for the word to cut.

No one treated Trevor's pain as proof that he should control the cure.

It drove him to one knee anyway. The thread felt like barbed wire dragged through every portrait slot he had refused to fill, while Naomi remained upright on two HP through the raw tyranny of healer spite.

Trevor glanced up at her. "I am admiring the full two HP of your safety margin."

"Admire it quietly while I keep us alive," she said, without wasting breath on pretending she felt fine.

Damaris shoved one armored hand between their shoulders and the wall. Her Witness Justiciar field covered both local bodies, stopped at the mirror, and met another verdict with the sound of two flails striking the same shield.

Her expression sharpened against the returning verdict. "The woman beyond that glass is real."

Trevor looked past his reflection to the other healer. "You mean the woman, not merely the wound?"

"The woman. Continuous soul, earned class, chosen actions, different history." Damaris pushed harder against the seam. "No copy could answer my verdict like that."

Petra drew an arrow on the mirror and asked whether she could shoot the restraints. Both healers said no, one aloud and one through the wound, with such perfect timing that even Junia's mouth twitched.

"She is rude across universes," Petra muttered as she lowered her bow.

The distant Naomi almost smiled. Her expression matched the local woman's at the left corner, then diverged where a thin scar drew the other side upward. Trevor had never seen that scar, and the difference comforted him more than resemblance could have.

The other Naomi pointed first at the black-red restraints and shaped a word Trevor heard inside the wound.

"The field is an owner," the distant Naomi forced through the wound.

Then she pointed beyond the mirror, toward the Tyrant Trevor hidden somewhere outside its narrow view. "The man also acts as owner."

Finally, she pressed two fingers to her chest, but the restraint tightened before she could give the third answer.

Mercy Naomi copied the motion. "She is telling us that the word points at three different targets."

"The field, the man using it, and the person beneath it," Adina said as she wrote them on separate lines.

Damaris moved verdict light across the glass, searching each claim without merging them. "Only the first is uncontested."

Trevor studied the dark healer without inventing a life for her. She wore his other crown on her armor, yet that proved nothing about whether she had chosen service, negotiated terms, survived capture, or learned to use the Host from between its teeth. Her face held no plea for Mercy Trevor to rescue her from a road he had never walked.

She wanted the wound solved, and she wanted to remain herself when it was over. That was enough instruction.

Black-red text formed over the injury.

HOST HEALER // OWNED

White-gold text cut across it a heartbeat later.

AMNESTY HEALER // OWNERLESS

The labels tried to resolve into one valid person, making Naomi's HP flicker between two and an unreadable distant value. Junia drew her broken sword when the hostile route claim brightened, but local Naomi put her free hand between its edge and the wound.

"I can sever that effect," Junia said. "It may also sever her."

"Then you do not sever anything yet," Naomi said.

Junia lowered the sword at once, because Mercy did not require an argument after the person at risk had answered.

Trevor opened the detailed effect and found that the Crown road had turned healing into a branch vote. If the local Naomi cleansed the black-red thread, the dungeon would declare the owned healer counterfeit. If the distant healer consumed the white-gold route, Mercy Naomi would become an invalid escape copy. Should either woman die, the surviving route would receive a full heal and a clean timeline.

The dungeon presented murder as two polished portraits and called it a reward. One showed Naomi in white-blue healer cloth with every black-red mark erased; the other offered dark plate with every owner restraint integrated into a flawless crown.

CHOOSE PRESERVED BUILD

Trevor closed his eyes for one breath; when he opened them, both portraits had begun asking to be chosen. The Mercy version promised care without limits, while the Tyrant version promised survival without hesitation, and neither looked like the exhausted woman standing at two HP or the bound woman holding open a painful road.

"Do not show me builds," he said. "Show me the two living people you mean to erase."

The dungeon sweetened its offer.

PRESERVED BUILD GAINS BOTH MEMORY SETS

"That makes the murder more complete rather than making it merciful," Trevor said.

Because Trevor's route had spoken first, the gold selector drifted toward Mercy Naomi. She reached through her pain and closed the panel herself.

"Do not use my survival as your excuse," she told him.

Trevor bit back the speech already gathering behind his teeth. "Understood without the heroic paragraph."

"Good," Naomi said. "You were about to become eloquent, and that is often how you start making yourself indispensable."

Heaven had finally designed a healer mechanic that rewarded losing the healer, but Naomi refused to play it. She ignored the cleanse button, raised her palm, and met the distant woman's hand through the glass.

This time Trevor felt the person on the far side through his half of the wound. No thoughts or obedience crossed, only a steady pulse from someone using pain as a road because it was the only road she possessed.

Adina leaned close enough to follow their tapping fingers. "She is holding the wound open."

Naomi watched the distant healer tap twice, pause, and tap four times. "Two living subjects and four source pools."

The System revealed them in answer: local HP, distant HP, local MP, and distant MP. Every healing attempt drew from one body to repair the other, so the Crown road could keep moving the deficit until one Naomi reached zero.

Then a fifth pool appeared beneath the four obvious resources.

VOLUNTARY BRIDGE // unavailable

Beneath it, a sixth waited without a definition.

FREE WITNESS RESOURCE // insufficiently defined

Adina copied the phrase onto a clean page. "The System has found the resource, but it lacks a category."

"The undefined resource could be Hope," Trevor said.

"Hope belongs to one route's meter," she replied. "That does not mean it can cross."

Damaris placed one gauntleted finger against the mirror. Her field met its distant answer and rang again. "The witness bond crosses. My verdict reached hers."

"A witness is not an owner," Naomi said, and relief softened Damaris's face because the correction completed her thought.

"Exactly," Damaris said. "A free witness sees the cost and refuses to own the result."

Petra turned one Route Mark backward, attaching it to the room they had already left. "A road can exist without becoming my road."

Junia kept her sword ready and lowered. "Force can remain available without being used."

Five pieces gathered around the blank: witness, road, healing, refusal, and the right to act. Trevor tried three shapes, but the System kept shoving him into the center because it saw the founder first. He erased himself, and the whole thing collapsed.

When he placed Naomi in the center, the distant route rejected her as a local original. Naomi studied the failed pattern, then moved both versions of herself to opposite sides.

"The bridge is not a person to be owned," she said, touching the empty space between their palms.

The field remained.

VOLUNTARY BRIDGE // definition pending

Trevor offered Hope to the space, and the meter opened without spending it. Adina added a witness but claimed no authorship. Petra gave them a road either healer could close, Damaris held both selves as real, and Junia kept the right to cut only the hostile field.

Naomi gave permission from this side. The other Naomi answered with one firm tap, and the bridge acquired an outline.

The bridge still lacked a healing spell capable of seeing both living targets.

Hope brightened inside Trevor's halo, making his six small wings flare with enough earnest white-gold light to turn the medical crisis into a very embarrassing icon of faith.

Naomi looked at him despite herself. "You are a man, Trevor. Your face remains a public sapphic hazard."

"My leadership style is inclusive confusion with excellent lighting," Trevor said.

The distant Naomi's scarred smile finally appeared, and the reaction crossed before the owner field could stop it. Hope rose with that freely chosen scrap of delight, giving the bridge its first stable pulse.

Trevor's grin faded into wonder. His ridiculous beauty had not charmed either woman into obedience. It had reminded both of them that they could still choose joy while Heaven demanded a corpse, which made cuteness a weapon he could wield without taking anything away.

"It wants an owner to pay," he said softly.

Naomi shook her head. "It wants us to believe an owner is the only third party who can."

Trevor touched the wound crossing his ribs. He had HP and Hope, but neither gave him a claim on the woman beyond the glass. That absence was not a limitation.

That unclaimed absence was the solution Heaven had failed to price.

CROSSED-DAMAGE TRIAL
Clear condition // both Naomi Talbots survive
Accepted payment // freely given resources from a non-owner bridge
Forbidden shortcut // invalidate either continuous soul
Time to second pulse // 04:00


The timer began only after both Naomis confirmed the trial.

03:59

Local Naomi opened her medical inventory; two Mercy Panes remained ready, while Long Rest was barred under combat conditions. Her mace could convert damage into healing only against a local enemy, and none of those tools recognized the woman beyond the mirror.

The distant Naomi displayed her skills one at a time. Black-red letters obscured their names, though the costs remained visible: one consumed Host HP, another moved damage into an owned target, and a third restored a body by tightening its restraints. She rejected all three.

"Good," local Naomi said. "We begin by naming what neither of us will do."

Both healers discarded their strongest options because the cost required ownership of someone else. Petra marked the exact point where their palms aligned, Adina kept the target language from collapsing, and Damaris braced the identity seam while Junia waited to cut only if the bridge became a weapon.

Trevor held Hope outside the spell until someone asked for it.

Waiting became its own mechanic. At 03:21, the wound offered him an owner override, and he closed it. At 03:08, the System suggested that adding local Naomi to his party would improve target recognition by forty percent. He closed that offer too.

At 02:54, black-red text proposed that the distant Trevor could claim both healers through their shared wound. The other Naomi struck the proposal with her bound fist until it shattered.

No System option appeared for patience, so Trevor supplied it without a skill or reward.

Local Naomi examined the pain tightening his face and said, "You can release Burden Share."

"That returns forty-eight damage to you."

"I know, and you are still allowed to stop carrying what I permitted you to carry."

Her words caught him harder than the soul barbs. Burden Share had an exit, but he had never noticed because initial permission felt too much like a command to endure until completion.

Trevor checked the split before answering and said, "I choose to keep it through the operation."

"Choice recorded as yours rather than mine," Naomi said.

The wound loosened around them because a voluntary burden fit the bridge better than a heroic obligation.

VOLUNTARY BRIDGE // definition 62%

Across the mirror, the other Naomi saw the change. She tapped once against Trevor's half of the wound, then pointed toward the unseen source of her restraints. Somewhere on the Tyrant side, someone else was learning the same distinction.

The timer reached 02:31 as both healers opened their spell menus. Different skills and costs filled the panes, yet their hands followed the same diagnostic order: isolate the wound, preserve the patient, identify every person paying.

Shared healer training crossed the seam where ownership could not follow.

Naomi caught Trevor staring and raised one severe eyebrow and said, "Stop being impressed and prepare the Hope."

"I can do both. My face has already improved morale in two universes."

"Prove the useful half before your face develops another doctrine."

He opened Hope and held his hands still while the meter waited with him. Naomi kept her palm against its unseen match, grounding both versions through a choice neither Heaven nor either Trevor had made for them.

"We have four minutes for this operation," she said.

Trevor rose beside her, six bright wings framing his tiny body like the world's least intimidating medical banner. "Plenty of time to invent interdimensional health care."

"We now have three minutes and fifty-five seconds," Naomi corrected.

"You make every inspiring speech less cooperative," Trevor said.

Naomi's mouth curved, kind and fierce, while the distant scar answered through the glass. "I also make them considerably more alive."

At two HP, both women began the operation.


Chapter 10 — We Healed Someone Who Wasn't Here

The wound rejected every spell aimed at one Naomi, so the local Naomi calmly aimed at both.

She opened Mercy Pane II across the mirror and held it steady.

NAOMI MP 352/394 → 330/394

The pane caught both HP bars without choosing an original, then divided into white-gold hexagons on the Mercy side and narrow black-red plates beyond the glass. The colors refused to mix. One spell yielded around the wound while the other held it still through force, yet both kept a woman alive.

Clear glass appeared along the narrow seam where their two panes touched.

Naomi adjusted her wrist, and the distant hand matched her pressure too closely. "Do not copy my movement. Support the opposite edge."

The woman could not hear ordinary sound, but she read the correction on Naomi's mouth. Her darker pane shifted from imitation to support, widening the clear line between them.

"She learns frighteningly quickly through a silent mirror," Adina said.

Damaris watched the restraints tighten around the other healer's throat and said, "She had no safe way to learn slowly."

The counter dropped below three minutes. Every ten seconds, the wound tested whether one Naomi had become the original, and both women answered with different techniques that reached the same result.

Trevor held Hope ready without touching their spell, which made the Crown road object.

TARGET LIMIT // one route

"Incorrect," Adina said, writing one person per route beneath the limit.

The dungeon erased her note, so she wrote it again while Petra shot the next eraser through its gold center. That did not solve the targeting rule, but it kept the problem still long enough to work on it.

More erasers spawned. One removed Adina's ink, another removed the page beneath it, and a third tried to remove the fact that she had written anything. Petra pinned the first two to the mirror frame, then allowed the third to approach.

Trevor glanced at her and asked, "Why are you sparing the ambitious eraser?"

"It thinks I cannot hit something after it says the event never happened."

Petra fired backward over her shoulder. Her arrow followed the route her hand had taken three seconds before, entered the erased event, and destroyed the device before it officially existed.

Adina wrote her correction again, this time on the arrow shaft.

TARGET LIMIT // one person per route, two people total

A fourth eraser appeared, and Junia cut it without joining the debate and said, "The sentence remains ugly enough to deserve execution."

"It is a combat draft written while the punctuation attacks me," Adina replied.

"Then kill the adverb before another eraser appears," Junia said.

Trevor opened World Witness I and offered its view through the wound. He kept the access unforced, which left three long seconds of silence before the distant Naomi accepted.

TREVOR MP 410/600 → 374/600

The mirror cleared to reveal a treatment chapel built from ribs. Black-red Naomi knelt in its center with owner lines around her ankles and throat. Her armor bore Trevor's crown, but not this Trevor's, and a gold wound burned across her chest.

The chapel moved with somebody's breath. Each rib-wall expanded around Naomi and closed whenever she tried to stand, while captured soul lights glowed between the bones. Six Host patients lay on dark altars with their HP bars chained to her MP.

She had kept every captured patient alive while carrying the crossed wound.

Instead of portraits, the black-red party displayed owner marks: five full crowns and one split down the middle. The distant Naomi guarded the cracked patient first, and her Mercy counterpart noticed at once.

"Of course she protects the worst patient first," Naomi murmured.

The other healer touched her throat restraint, then pointed toward the six beds. Her command line required equal care in owner order, yet she had disobeyed through triage, one percentage point at a time.

Trevor could not read her current HP beneath the black-red pane. He saw one hand shaking while the other stayed precise, and that told him enough.

They had different builds but shared the same refusal to let a clean rule kill the messiest patient.

The distant Naomi looked directly at Trevor and said, "You look far too harmless to be him."

"It is an elite deception build," he said, spreading his bright little wings with a dignity they did not deserve.

"Mine says that too whenever he wants people to step closer."

Mercy Naomi's mouth twitched and said, "That line is less convincing when delivered by a five-foot-one angel who looks designed to ruin a convent picnic."

Trevor pressed one hand to his chest and said, "I am a man and an innocent morale resource."

"Only one of those claims has evidence in this room," Naomi said.

The distant woman's gaze moved over his white-blue armor, long blond hair, and six rescue wings trying not to crowd the operation. She searched for the crown that should have owned her, but the only thing waiting in Trevor's formation was a blank portrait slot.

"Where is the version of my mark in this world?" she asked. "Did he remove it?"

"You do not have one here," Trevor said. "I never placed it."

Her face sharpened with suspicion as she asked, "Then how do you keep your Naomi beside you?"

Mercy Naomi answered before he could. "He does not keep me at all."

The crossed wound carried the other woman's disbelief into Trevor, followed by a dangerous hunger for the possibility she refused to name. A red command tightened around her throat, but she bared her teeth and held the witness view open.

Twelve seconds remained before the second pulse.

Trevor opened Grace Relay III between the two willing views.

TREVOR MP 374/600 → 360/600

He left both portrait spaces blank. The relay carried only what each person placed inside it: Mercy Naomi offered her white-gold pane, while the distant woman set a darker pane against its far edge.

SOURCE ROUTE MP // -22

The opposed spells touched, and the remaining deficit flowed toward Trevor's waiting bars.

VOLUNTARY BRIDGE // available
Required // 60 HP
Required // 50 Hope
Result // 120 healing divided equally across two continuous subjects
Ownership gained // none
Link gained // none
Future access // none


Damaris read every line twice. "The last three are not warnings. They are the price Heaven expects to stop you."

No ownership meant the distant healer might never help Mercy. No link meant Trevor could not call, track, or turn her rescue into a permanent road. No future access meant the mirror might seal before she could even thank him.

The System highlighted the sixty-HP cost and judged the exchange poor value.

RETURN ON RESOURCE // 0%

Trevor laughed once without humor. "It put a return calculation on her life."

"On both our lives," Mercy Naomi corrected. "You noticed the insult. Now notice the resource."

He had three hundred eighty HP, making sixty survivable, while fifty Hope would cut into the meter that powered his shields, grace skills, and revolt. Paying here might cost a local soldier later. Mercy did not make the trade holy merely because Trevor hated the person offering it.

He looked toward Damaris, and she refused the request before he voiced it. "Do not ask me to make the cost clean."

Petra checked the timer. "I can search for a cheaper route, but I cannot tell you how much time it would take."

Adina turned the bridge panel over and found no hidden refund. Beside her, Junia watched the pulse close in with her sword still lowered.

"A free choice can remain strategically wrong," Junia said.

Trevor nodded because that was the Mercy answer he needed. The future cost was real, and someone might hate him for paying it, but both named people had chosen this bridge. The immediate loss belonged to bars he could give without promising anyone else's life.

He selected accept, and Naomi caught his wrist before the cost panel could close.

"You are at three hundred eighty," she said.

"I have survived substantially worse Tuesdays than this one."

"This particular disaster is still happening on Tuesday," Naomi said.

"Then my statement is both accurate and very safe."

Naomi looked into his face until the joke stopped covering him. "Why are you paying?"

"Because both of you remain alive if I pay it," Trevor said.

"What exactly do you get after the resource leaves?"

Trevor let his smile soften instead of performing bravery. "Two living healers. No price."

The distant Naomi lifted her bound hand. "I accept this bridge, not the man standing inside it."

"That is an important distinction," Mercy Naomi said.

"I apparently have a demanding teacher in another world."

Trevor paid before the System could sweeten either murder again.

TREVOR HP 380/590 → 320/590

HOPE 482/820 → 432/820

Warmth tore out of his chest and crossed the two panes, but it felt nothing like healing. Sixty HP left as sixty separate impacts, each carrying the ghost of some wound he might fail to survive later: a spear beneath one wing, a purge lance through his stomach, or a fall with no Stamina left to brake.

Hope departed more gently and hurt worse. Fifty points pulled small bright scenes from his halo—wounded rebels seeing Damaris return, free soldiers watching the High Angel die, patients choosing their exits—and carried the strength of those choices into a woman who had witnessed none of them.

She received no memories. She received only the resource those free choices had made.

The distant pane brightened as the chapel ribs loosened around it. One patient with a cracked crown rolled away from a lethal drain, and on the Mercy side, Naomi's knees straightened while color returned to her face.

Trevor remained standing because turning the payment into his collapse would have been unbearably on brand.

Mercy Naomi rose from two HP to sixty-two, while the hidden bar across the seam also gained sixty. Neither woman became full, and both remained alive when the second pulse struck.

The second pulse found two panes, one voluntary bridge, and no owner.

Black-red damage entered the white-gold spell, white-gold damage entered black-red, and each route paid the MP it had willingly placed. The opposed effects canceled at zero without deleting either woman.

The exact zero between their effects immediately became another battlefield.

The Crown road tried to round the result toward Mercy because white-gold had entered first. The Tyrant chapel claimed black-red priority because its pane carried the stronger command. Adina held the exact value open, Petra shot every decimal the dungeon added, and Damaris declared both cancellations equally valid.

Junia waited at the seam with her broken blade drawn.

"What happens if the operation becomes a single target?" Trevor asked.

"I cut the operation itself rather than either patient," Junia said.

"Can you make that distinction quickly enough?"

Junia watched the unstable zero and tightened her grip. "I will learn quickly because I have to."

Both Naomis placed their free hands over the result and closed their own targeting prompts. The number stopped asking which one survived because neither healer would claim the other as the cost of becoming original.

At the exact same frame, the crossed wound sealed.

The dead checkpoint's owner root paid the balance before the seam could close. Black-red restitution crossed from the attacking side without asking either healer to become its debtor, and the last two hundred twenty-six points filled Naomi's bar.

NAOMI HP 62/288 → 288/288

The light vanished with no owner mark attached.

Experience flooded Trevor's six wings.

CROSSED-DAMAGE TRIAL // cleared
Naomi Talbot // alive
Naomi Talbot // alive
Selected original // none
LEVEL // 64 + 1 -> 65
Agility 50 → 51
Focus 43 → 44
Grace 51 → 52
HP 320/590 → 320/597
MP 360/600 → 360/607
Stamina 480/528 → 480/535
Hope 432/820 → 502/820
Dissonance 290 → 315


The mirror clouded, but the distant Naomi pressed her fingertips to it before the view vanished.

"Your Trevor paid the unowned cost," the distant Naomi said.

Mercy Naomi touched the glass from her side and said, "Make your Trevor do the same on his side."

"He will pay when I explain the alternative," she said.

That was not admiration. It sounded like a threat she trusted.

The other Naomi looked past Trevor toward someone beyond the witness view, and her expression settled into the severity of every lecture he had ever survived.

"He is standing here and listening to us," she said.

Trevor's heart kicked, though no black-red claimant entered the narrow frame; a command line crossed the healer's throat, paused, and loosened by one degree.

The other Trevor had heard. Whether he paid through guilt, strategy, possession, or love remained hidden, and the distant Naomi had not asked Mercy to judge his motive. She had issued an expectation.

Trevor respected the healer's exact and thoroughly threatening method.

The mirror split into two doors. One opened toward a white recovery room, while the other revealed the ribbed black-red chapel for half a second before sealing.

No one crossed either threshold before the paired doors sealed.

One final accounting number floated alone in the dark.

SOURCE ROUTE MP // payment confirmed

A second line formed beneath it and waited for Trevor's name.

DEBT HOLDER //

He closed the field. The Tyrant route had paid twenty-two MP, Trevor had paid HP and Hope, and both healers had risked pain and the chance that saving a counterpart might strengthen an enemy. None of those costs created a debt the System could assign.

Adina captured the empty line before it vanished and said, "That is a useful precedent for later."

Petra returned her last arrow to its route and asked, "Useful for what kind of disaster?"

"The next time Heaven insists generosity is a loan with an owner."

Naomi touched the healed line crossing her chest. A black-red scar remained beside the white-gold one, and when Trevor asked her not to remove it, she gave him a level stare.

"Are you keeping the scar as evidence?" he asked.

"I am keeping the scar for a colleague," Naomi said.

That word struck deeper than counterpart. Somewhere beyond the sealed chapel, a healer under Trevor's other crown had entered Naomi's professional world without becoming part of his party.

The old urge to label her rose in him anyway: ally, liability, enemy healer, alternate girlfriend. Every name tried to center Trevor's relationship, so he left Naomi's word alone.

The word was colleague, chosen without reference to either Trevor.

The bridge had made something kind that did not route through him, and the thought sent a clean pulse through Hope. Good. It could outlive his access. It should.

Trevor touched the scar hidden beneath his armor. He had healed someone outside his world without learning her level, judging her choices, or deciding whether the other Trevor deserved the way she said his name.

He knew she was alive. For now, that was enough.

Naomi leaned against him as the recovery door opened. "Carry me."

"I am also injured and exceptionally delicate," Trevor protested.

"You have three hundred twenty HP, and you have been glowing at me for ten minutes."

"My healer has become cruel since reclaiming both hands."

"Your healer has no claimant link and can walk perfectly well," Naomi said.

Trevor bent so she could climb into his arms, then lifted her with careful hands. Naomi circled his neck by choice and tucked her face against his warm halo.

"You know," she murmured, "from this angle your leadership remains a public sapphic hazard."

"I am beginning to suspect that phrase means you like my face."

"Do not become reckless merely because I like one feature."

His six wings opened around her like a bright shelter, and the rebellion waiting beyond the door saw its tiny angel leader carry an exhausted healer out alive. Hope rose before anyone knew the numbers.

Trevor smiled at them because courage was lighter when it had something lovely to protect.


Chapter 11 — The Sword Hit Before Junia Swung

The recovery room offered them one bed, six locks, and absolutely no tea.

Naomi checked every lock before allowing anyone to rest: no owner field, no Choir witness, no hidden party assignment, no door timer, and no resurrection menu.

"The room appears safe enough to sleep in," she declared.

Trevor distrusted Naomi's verdict even more than he distrusted the missing tea.

Petra found a seventh lock hidden inside the word safe. When she pried it loose with a knife, the tiny thing unfolded into a witness lens aimed at the bed.

RECOVERY WATCH // friendly choices logged

"That sentence contradicts itself before reaching the final word," Adina said.

Junia crushed the lens beneath one boot and said, "The lens states its purpose quite clearly."

The dungeon tried to classify her destruction as suspicious conduct, so Adina changed suspicious to private. Damaris struck the classification with her flail until it stopped requesting a justification.

Naomi checked the room again before revising her judgment and said, "Now the room is actually safe."

Trevor distrusted the room only slightly less after the correction.

Long Rest restored every local bar.

LONG REST // complete
Trevor Dwyer
HP 597/597 | MP 607/607 | Stamina 535/535
Temporary crossed wound // cleared
Owner links added // 0


Petra claimed a hammock near the ceiling, while Adina built a privacy wall from floating pages. Damaris took first watch outside, and Junia announced that she did not sleep near unexplained mirrors before choosing the hall.

Naomi closed the final lock, pushed Trevor onto the bed, and stood between his knees.

"Give me their names rather than the result panel," she said.

"I have one name and several regrettable titles," Trevor replied.

"Name every person standing behind your hidden link results."

His smile vanished. Naomi's robe had not repaired the cut across her chest, leaving clean skin and the thin black-red scar beside its white-gold twin. She waited without loosening the stare that had bullied gods into taking their medicine.

Trevor named them in order. Naomi had left his link to reach the wounded. Petra had gone to map the road home, while Adina stayed behind to steal the legal meaning of property. Damaris had rejected Heaven's false choice and judged the throne; Junia had never accepted a link, yet she came anyway.

"What are those women to you right now?" Naomi asked.

"They are people before they are any answer about me."

"Not your rewards, proof you were right, or five reasons to die beautifully?"

Trevor hesitated because the heroic answer lived too close to his tongue. Dying for them would prove his love without requiring him to survive disagreement, jealousy, ordinary hurt, or the chance that one might choose a life where he was not central. A beautiful death offered a clean ending; living meant accepting revisions.

"Sometimes I imagine the beautiful death," he admitted, "before I ask whether any of you want to watch it."

Naomi slid two fingers beneath his chin. "None of us wants to watch that beautiful death."

"Junia might appreciate the tactical composition," Trevor said.

From beyond the page wall, Junia answered without hesitation. "Only when the alternative is an ugly death caused by poor positioning."

Petra laughed from the hammock, Adina added a note, and Damaris struck the outside wall once with her flail. Everyone had heard him, which heated Trevor's lovely face until even his ears turned pink.

Naomi kept hold of his chin. "Try that answer again without rehearsing your funeral."

"You are five excellent reasons for me to live inconveniently," Trevor said.

"That answer is considerably better," Naomi said before kissing him.

She kissed him because she wanted him, not as a prize for healing or a hidden vote to rejoin his side. Naomi had tested every lock that might turn want into an order. Now her firm mouth meant only what she chose.

Trevor's repaired wings opened across the bed as her hands moved through his warm blond hair. She stroked the delicate line of his back, then pressed the roots of his wings until the touch pulled a startled sound from him.

Naomi paused, smiling against his lips. "Our deadly commander has fallen to one finger."

"That was a tactical, manly noise," Trevor insisted.

"It inspired me to attack that exact weakness again," Naomi said.

Her fingertips returned to the sensitive place, and Trevor's lower wings kicked against the sheets. The noise beyond Adina's wall went very quiet.

Petra called from the hammock, "For the record, no sapphic army could survive that face and those feathers at the same time."

"He is a man underneath every feather," Naomi said.

"I know he is," Petra said. "The sapphic threat crosses fields."

Trevor buried his blazing face against Naomi's shoulder. "My command staff is unprofessional."

"Your command staff has excellent morale," Naomi whispered, and kissed the tip of his ear.

His small body was soft, alive, and hungry beneath hers. Heaven had spent far too long telling him what that shape meant; Naomi's mouth made her own opinion wonderfully clear.

Naomi pressed him back into the sheets, smiling as his last defensive joke fell apart.

Clothes gave way to warm skin. She held Trevor's wrists only after he placed them in her hands. He wrapped his white wings around them while she kissed each place the throne had tried to claim. Her touch passed over his soft breasts, narrow waist, strong thighs, and every place that answered her without treating his body like a puzzle she had to solve.

She called him Trevor. When he looked startled by pretty, she called him handsome; when he attempted a princely glare while blushing into his feathers, she called him cute.

"I am a Level Sixty-Five Seraphic Marshal with troops to lead," he reminded her.

"You are tactical coloration with devastating eyelashes," Naomi said.

Trevor tried to object, but Naomi kissed the argument out of him before asking again. The humor left his mouth when he met her steady gaze.

"Yes, I still want this without the joke," he said.

Her answering kiss promised nothing beyond the locked room. Trevor followed the shiver under his palms; when she pulled him closer, he gave her the hunger she had asked for. When her grip changed, he changed with it. Want kept answering want until uncertainty had nowhere to hide.

For once, he did not pretend nothing could touch him. Naomi saw each gasp and tremor, each moment his lovely angel body made pleasure hard to hide. She wanted the honest man, not a hero's mask.

That made giving it feel less like surrender and more like being met.

They moved together without a panel, buff, or audience counter. Naomi held his gaze when pleasure broke his careful breathing, and Trevor kept her close through the answering tremor until neither of them needed to pretend.

Afterward, she remained warm above him while his upper wings covered her shoulders. The middle pair had tangled in the sheets, and one lower wing hung from the bed, strong enough to stop a spear yet completely defeated by gravity.

Naomi traced the thin founder scar above his sternum. "Does the next answer still belong to you?"

"Are you asking about the scar or the choice?"

"I am asking about whatever answer comes next," Naomi said.

Trevor thought of the locked door, the war beyond it, and a second road that could push wounds through mirrors. "Ask me when it arrives."

Her expression softened. "That was correct, but tell me what you think it meant."

"You chose me freely for one locked room and promised nothing beyond it."

Naomi's smile held the pleased warmth of a healer seeing a difficult patient finally improve. "You can learn when properly motivated."

The first sword strike passed through the privacy wall and hit Junia before she swung.

Trevor moved while his armor was still forming. Naomi dragged her robe closed and followed with her mace ready, while the bed released two white feathers that tried to cover Trevor's retreating backside and failed with dignity.

In the hall, Junia stood with her broken sword still sheathed. A white cut crossed her left shoulder, and black-red blood belonging to another Junia floated two feet in front of her.

That woman appeared one frame at a time in dark Inquisitor plate. A gold crown marked her throat, while Trevor's owner color ran through ninety-nine percent of her status pane.

The remaining one percent of her self-claim burned a stubborn red.

Mercy Junia drew her sword, and the dungeon placed a critical marker over the other woman's heart.

PERFECT OPENING // strike now

Junia stopped with her point one inch from the seam.

Trevor fastened the last piece of his armor. "Why did you let the perfect opening expire?"

"The target is an owned prisoner rather than an enemy duplicate."

"That distinction usually makes you much angrier," Trevor said.

"It does, which is why I will not obey the marker."

The distant Junia raised her sword under visible command pressure; her arm shook as the one-percent self-owned line fought every joint separately.

HOST INQUISITOR // EXECUTE UNOWNED DUPLICATE

Black-red Stamina filled the forced strike, but Mercy Junia watched the other woman's form with the focus she normally reserved for killing.

"Watch the inside of her sword elbow," she said.

Damaris saw it a heartbeat later. "She is opening the inside line."

The attack still aimed for Mercy Junia's heart. By changing its path less than an inch, the self-owned fraction had created a narrow gap beneath the wrist restraint. Mercy Junia could exploit that opening to kill her, or she could cut one owner thread.

The marker promised a critical hit without caring which outcome she chose.

"Give me no assistance unless I request it," Junia said.

Trevor kept his domain closed.

Mercy Junia shifted her stance by one degree, too little to avoid the blade but enough to meet the hidden gap if she survived its first contact. Then she lowered her point.

"Killing the prisoner because her jailer opened the door is not liberation."

The perfect opening expired as the distant sword moved; Mercy Junia blocked, and their blades met across two realities.

The impact crossed between worlds and arrived before its sound.

The dark sword tore her shoulder wound wider, while her broken blade entered the one-inch gap and severed a single red filament from the other woman's wrist.

One red restraint filament broke. The permanent self-claimed percentage stayed one.

HOST RESTRAINT // one filament severed

SELF-CLAIM // 1% → cooldown

The distant Junia's eyes widened. A moment later, the clash reached the room loudly enough to break all six recovery locks at once.

Trevor opened his wings around Naomi and Adina, while Damaris took the door. Petra dropped from her hammock fully dressed except for one boot, with her bow already drawn.

"Did we somehow win the recovery encounter?" Petra asked.

"Recovery was another extremely literal trap," Trevor said.

"I feel vindicated and cheated of one boot," Petra replied.

The seam expanded through the bed as white sheets became arena banners. Adina's page wall unfolded into execution warrants, and Trevor snatched his armor from quick-equip before the dungeon could preserve his partial lack of clothing as a combat condition.

Naomi caught the last clasp and fastened it at his hip while they ran. "There will be no beautiful deaths today."

"I remember," Trevor said. "We are committed to an inconvenient life instead."

The room vanished, dropping Trevor, Damaris, Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Mercy Junia onto one side of a circular arena. The distant Junia landed alone across the seam.

No other person crossed with her, but their actions did. A hard-edged Mercy Pane opened around the owned Junia while a route mark crawled beneath her boots, searching for one step the command could not predict. Red verdict text hammered the restraint at her throat, and six spear-shaped command lanes guarded the arena's far exits.

Her whole party was present through their actions without crossing their bodies.

Mercy Junia glanced at the protective pane. "Was that your healer?"

"Yes, and she is watching your health bar," the other Junia said.

"She appears to disapprove of your current HP total."

"She disapproves of it constantly and with great skill."

Their matching irritation made them both more real than any soul panel.

A boss unfolded from the seam. White-gold armor covered one half, black-red plate covered the other, and both shared a six-million-HP bar.

PARALLEL EXECUTIONER
HP 6,000,000/6,000,000
Valid targets // Junia Serrat, Junia Serrat
Reward for one death // collapse losing route
Reward for two deaths // restore single-branch law
Claimants may attack boss.
Claimants may not target across seam.


Mercy Junia studied the woman Heaven had dressed as a weapon and said, "You are not my ghost."

The distant woman used her one self-owned percent to move her mouth and say, "You are not my ghost either."

The boss raised both swords, then delayed its strike long enough to offer terms.

EXECUTIONER SETTLEMENT
Option A // Mercy Junia kills owned duplicate
Reward // Tyrant route Inquisitor skills transferred
Option B // Owned Junia kills unlinked duplicate
Reward // self-claim restored to 10%
Option C // both refuse
Penalty // shared boss gains both resistance profiles


Mercy Junia read the second option twice. Nine more points of self could let the other woman choose when to sleep, whom to spare, whether a touch belonged to her, or whether the next command could make her kill someone she loved.

Ten percent was not a small reward; Heaven had simply priced it in a life it considered duplicate.

Mercy Junia reversed her blade and offered the pommel through the seam. "If you choose the offered kill, strike cleanly."

Trevor's wings flared, but she did not look at him.

"My life is not his veto either," Junia said.

The distant woman raised her sword. Command lines aligned its edge with Mercy Junia's neck, while her one self-owned percent pulled so hard against them that blood ran from her gauntlet.

Then both Junias struck the settlement panel.

Options A and B shattered together. The boss absorbed both resistance profiles, thickening its white-gold armor while black-red plate spread across the other half. Its HP stayed at six million, but every defense doubled.

The two Junias smiled at the larger problem, and Trevor understood why neither had received many invitations to diplomacy.

When the settlement tried to restore itself, both women attacked without looking at each other. Their blades met in the center and cut its final reward line into useless promises.

SKILL TRANSFER // refused

SELF-CLAIM BRIBE // refused

The distant woman's permanent ownership did not loosen, and Mercy Junia gained no power. One severed filament gave the owned Junia room for a single motion, but her self-claimed percentage remained exactly one. They had paid for refusal with a stronger boss and received only knowledge of the other's choice.

Mercy Junia nodded once, and her counterpart returned the precise gesture.

That formed their whole treaty: no owner, signature, or promise that either woman would spare the other after the common enemy died. They had only chosen the same target first, and that mattered.

The distant Junia angled her chin toward the boss. "My Trevor commands me to kill you."

"Will you carry out that order?" Mercy Junia asked.

"I will if I cannot kill that thing first."

Mercy Junia considered the answer. "Those are acceptable priorities."

Trevor discarded the complaint forming inside him. They were Inquisitors; this was apparently diplomacy.

The strengthened boss attacked both women before their treaty could improve.


Chapter 12 — I Tanked the Hit From the Wrong Heaven

The Parallel Executioner owned one health bar, two swords, and a seam Trevor could not cross.

He could reach only one blade when the first descended on Mercy Junia. Damaris caught it with her flail chain, allowing Junia to step inside the bind and cut the white-gold armor across its waist.

PARALLEL EXECUTIONER HP 6,000,000 → 5,612,400

The black-red half lost the same amount. On the far side, the owned Junia attacked one frame later and drove her sword into a wound Mercy Junia had not made yet.

Another four hundred thousand HP vanished from their shared bar before either history settled.

The arena rendered both sequences. In Mercy time, the distant Junia stabbed empty armor until Mercy Junia opened the matching wound and made her earlier thrust true. In Tyrant time, the wound appeared first, then the owned woman followed a red command lane into it because the filament she had severed changed which action the owner field predicted.

Both incompatible histories nevertheless produced the exact same damage number.

Adina tried to copy the sequence, but her ink wrote backward across the page.

"Do not correct the backward evidence merely because it offends you," Trevor said.

"I was not going to correct it without first complaining," Adina said.

"Your expression had several hostile pieces of grammar in it."

"The grammar is hostile," Adina agreed. "The evidence remains useful anyway."

Petra placed a Route Mark where the wound would exist in three seconds. Damaris held her flail until the distant blade moved, while Naomi prepared healing for an injury that had not yet happened locally.

The party began fighting with useful consequences before their causes arrived.

"The boss has shared HP and crossed timing," Trevor called.

Naomi raised her pane and said, "It also has two independent sets of threat."

The Executioner proved her right by marking Mercy Junia with its black-red sword and the distant woman with its white-gold edge. Each blade drew strength from the claimant on the opposite side.

Trevor opened Counterpoint Field I.

TREVOR MP 607/607 → 575/607

Petra fired before Adina moved, Adina wrote after Damaris swung, and Naomi delayed her ward until the boss committed. Junia ignored every timing cue and attacked its ankle.

Six separate actions entered the Executioner's white half, which tried to compress them into one dodge. It chose Petra's arrow.

The arrow wanted to miss. She had sent it high as a route marker, not an attack, but the Executioner wasted its full dodge because it could not read intention across six independent timings.

Trevor flew beneath the unnecessary roll and caught the white sword arm between his middle wings. His lower pair planted against its hip. He lacked the Might to overpower the enormous body, so he became the bright little hinge Damaris needed.

The boss glanced down at his lovely face, misread small as harmless, and adjusted its grip one fatal inch too late.

Damaris looped her flail chain around its neck and said, "Bring the bastard down now."

Trevor chose down as well, but their agreement lasted only one action and cost neither the next. Together they folded the armored giant across his shoulder, letting Junia drive her broken sword through the ankle that every prediction panel had ignored.

Damaris shattered the knee. Adina named the break SAME WOUND, and the black-red knee failed in answer as the distant Junia stabbed through it.

Trevor could not see her party, only the effects arriving around their Inquisitor: a dark Mercy Pane, a stolen route, red verdict text, and six spear-shaped command lanes.

The other Trevor was there. He remained outside Trevor's thoughts and view, yet he was real enough to make the boss bleed.

One command spear crossed the seam far enough to reveal its hidden line.

ALL HOST // STRIKE MY MARK

Trevor recognized the structure rather than remembering it. He knew where his other self would place the weight, how he would sharpen the last word, and why a Trevor who owned his formation would make that command irresistible.

The far-side attacks converged beautifully. Dark healing glass caught owned Junia's blood, a stolen road set her inside the guard, and red judgment separated the execution mask from its chosen victim. Six black-red spears pinned every opening into one lethal lane.

The formation would also drag every action down if its single command failed.

Mercy Trevor answered by spreading his six shields wider, allowing each woman to choose her own angle. Two architectures struck the same HP bar and removed nine hundred thousand points.

At four million HP, the Executioner opened a route verdict.

SELECT FREE JUNIA
Junia Serrat // unlinked
Junia Serrat // 1% self-claimed
System recommendation // first subject
Reason // greater available choice


Mercy Junia cut the panel in half. "Freedom is not a target priority for your sword."

The boss used her delay to stab, but Trevor opened Dissent Shield II.

TREVOR MP 575/607 → 547/607

One truth held that Junia had chosen the attack. Another held that the boss had selected her for remaining free, and its blade slowed while deciding which cause made the wound lawful.

Junia turned a lethal thrust into a red line across her side, and Naomi sealed it before the blood reached her boot.

The Executioner struck Trevor with its other arm. Both hits tore through his lower wings.

TREVOR HP 597/597 → 501/597

He spent forty-four Stamina climbing the blade instead of leaving it buried inside him.

TREVOR STAMINA 535/535 → 491/535

At the hilt, Trevor drove both fists into the faceplate. His tiny angel body did not have Tyrant-route Might, but it carried Level 65 Agility, six powerful wings, and Damaris's chain hauling the boss into the punch.

The white-gold faceplate broke beneath Trevor's two-handed strike.

Two empty faces waited behind it, one made for Mercy Junia and one shaped for her owned counterpart. Each spoke in a stolen voice.

Mercy Junia's mask promised that independence without power was only a slower death. The distant woman's mask offered to preserve one percent of self forever if she stopped spending it on refusal.

Each face offered the advantage its Junia lacked. Mercy could gain black-red levels, equipment, and ruthless support; Tyrant could receive complete severance from every owner line.

Both apparently generous offers demanded exactly the same identity cost.

ACCEPT SHARED CLASS // differences become cosmetic

Trevor understood the temptation because the two women had paid opposite prices for the same refusal. One fought without a network, while the other survived inside a network that owned almost everything. Their new class promised to end that unequal burden by erasing the people who bore it.

Mercy Junia spat blood into her mask, and the distant woman spent the last edge of her self-owned beat doing the same.

"It is no longer trying to kill either woman," Damaris said.

Trevor followed the install lines beneath their armor. "It is making the two of them interchangeable."

The Executioner offered both women one sanctioned answer.

SANCTIONED LAST INQUISITOR

IDENTITY DIFFERENCES // cosmetic

Junia Serrat had already died rather than let Heaven make her useful. Mercy Junia laughed at the offer, and her counterpart joined her from the other side.

Neither woman's laugh sounded sane, but both of them sounded unmistakably continuous.

They struck their masks together, dropping the shared bar below one million before the boss locked Mercy Junia's sword. Across the seam, the owner command froze the distant woman's arm.

Trevor could not reach through, but he did not need to.

"Junia," Trevor called, giving her only the name.

She looked at him, and he nearly said together. That word would become a timing cue, then an order, then evidence that both women acted as a single unit. The boss needed exactly that, so Trevor gave her only a name and the knowledge that he saw the locked blade.

He opened Many-Voices Domain without issuing a command.

Mercy Junia chose the Executioner's exposed throat without waiting for instruction.

The distant woman's self-owned line flashed, and she independently chose the same exposed target.

Two broken swords entered one shared neck. The Parallel Executioner reached zero before its body touched the ground, and experience flooded Trevor's waiting wings.

LEVEL // 65 + 1 -> 66
Might 32 → 33
Vitality 53 → 54
Agility 51 → 52
HP 501/597 → 501/604
MP 547/607 → 547/614
Stamina 491/535 → 491/542
SKILL ACQUIRED // Seraph Intercession I
Cost // 40 MP + 30 Stamina
Target // one willing person in a witnessed lethal frame
Range // current route or active parallel seam
Effect // move the lethal hit to Trevor
Ownership or link required // no
Hope 502/820 → 567/900
Dissonance 315 → 344


The dead boss attacked. Its two swords became one route-deletion beam that ignored Mercy Junia and crossed toward the woman who owned only one percent of herself.

The distant Junia could not move beneath the returning owner command.

Trevor opened World Witness and found her red line and asked, "Do you want me to take the lethal guard?"

The owner field tried to answer for her beneath the approaching beam.

HOST SAFETY OVERRIDE // ACCEPT

She bit through her lower lip until blood crossed her teeth, forcing the answer back to red.

SELF-CLAIM INPUT // pending

Trevor held the offer without pushing it through their witness link. Seraph Intercession showed him the price—forty MP, thirty Stamina, and whatever damage the dead boss judged lethal—but not whether the seam would return him.

Damaris read over his shoulder and said, "If she answers yes for herself, then go."

Naomi prepared three panes while her hands tightened and said, "Then you come back to this side."

Petra marked his place as a road back with no promise it would hold, and Adina wrote Trevor remains local claimant into a book with no power to force the fact.

Mercy Junia watched her counterpart and said, "Choose your answer before the cage answers for you."

The distant mouth formed one word.

"Yes, take the lethal frame," the distant Junia forced out.

Seraph Intercession I activated.

TREVOR MP 547/614 → 507/614

TREVOR STAMINA 491/542 → 461/542

Trevor crossed without crossing. For one lethal frame, his six white wings opened behind the owned Junia beneath the wrong Heaven.

Black-red sky struck first, followed by a chapel arena made from chained ribs and Host soldiers with no faces in his party view. The owned Junia stood before him, smaller than the pressure wrapped around her and furious enough to hold it back.

Beyond the deletion beam waited a silhouette matching Trevor's exact height. Six blade wings framed long blond hair and black armor, while lavender eyes widened beneath a red-black halo.

Trevor saw his own beautiful nineteen-year-old face sharpen with shock.

No thought or voice crossed. His other self raised one hand as if to command the beam away, then stopped because Mercy's wings were already open.

The route allowed them one witnessed lethal frame rather than an introduction.

The deletion beam struck Trevor and removed two hundred ninety HP.

TREVOR HP 501/604 → 211/604

Intercession granted no portrait, command, access, or future claim. It gave distant Junia one living second, and she spent it cutting her execution mask in half.

Her blade continued through the restraint at her throat. A second filament broke, but the Crown kept every fraction except the one percent it had never owned.

SELF-CLAIM // 1%, cooldown complete

The Tyrant Trevor reached across the last strip of black-red air. His gauntlet caught one of Mercy Trevor's smoking feathers for less than a heartbeat, and both founder halos recognized the contact.

PERSON MATCH // VALID / VALID

The feather tore free and remained beneath the dark sky as Mercy Trevor fell backward into his own world.

Damaris caught him against her armor. His wings smoked, his face felt melted, and Naomi arrived with three panes and the expression she reserved for patients who spent half their HP after a lecture.

"The attack was definitely lethal before I intercepted it," Trevor offered.

"I can see your catastrophic numbers perfectly well," Naomi said.

"She said yes before I activated the skill," Trevor said.

Naomi's anger remained, but her hands became gentle. She cupped his pretty, scorched face before laying the first cool pane over it, and Trevor leaned into her palm without pretending he had meant to.

"You did a kind thing," she said. "You also frightened every woman who loves you."

"Both of those facts can be true at once," Trevor said.

"Good," Naomi said. "At least the beam failed to delete your brain."

The empty arena displayed one line first in black-red, then white-gold.

PARALLEL CLAIMANT // LIVING


Trevor stared at the word because it was neither a checksum nor a bounty description. The other claimant was living.

The other Trevor had a healer, an Inquisitor, and a road that could bleed into Mercy's. He also possessed enough power to send six command spears around a boss hidden beyond the seam.

Now the other Trevor also had one of Mercy's white feathers.

Trevor found the gap near his upper-right wing root. It cost no HP, yet the missing pinion felt more intimate than a wound.

"He did not steal the feather," Damaris said. "He caught it when you fell."

"You are already defending my suspiciously handsome other self," Trevor said.

"I am defending the exact verb and nothing else," Damaris replied.

Petra inspected the bare place. "If he equips it, may we call that theft?"

"Yes, equipping the feather would qualify as theft," Trevor said.

"Evidence acquisition?" Adina suggested.

"That would still be theft with a better label," Trevor said.

Naomi sealed the root with a narrow pane. "You may prosecute after you stop smoking."

The last action proved almost nothing. His other self had reached for Trevor after the lethal frame, not for Junia, the reward, or an obvious weapon.

Almost was more evidence than Heaven wanted either man to possess; Trevor kept that uncertainty instead of turning it into hope or fear.

Damaris helped him upright. "Do not decide what the other man is before you actually meet him."

"I was only deciding how annoying it will be if he is taller than me."

"He is exactly your height, for obvious reasons," Damaris said.

Relief widened Trevor's eyes until Petra clutched her chest.

"That expression could rally a lesbian cavalry division," she said.

"Again, I am very much a man beneath the rallying face."

"Yes, and the hypothetical cavalry remains thoroughly rallied," Petra said.

Even Junia laughed once. Hope moved through the group, not because the war had become safe, but because their leader could lose half his HP, meet a dark reflection, and still be vain about one inch of height.

Trevor opened all six wings, including the one with a small new gap. His companions formed around him because they chose the road and liked the fool leading it.

The Crown path opened beyond the dead Parallel Executioner.

The same Crown path now led beneath two different skies.


Chapter 13 — Petra Found a Door Into Bad Decisions

Petra found the hidden door by refusing to show Trevor where it was.

The Crown road split beneath two skies. White stairs climbed toward Central Choir, while black-red steps descended into a place no Mercy map could name.

Petra walked between the two roads and vanished from every normal view.

Her voice came from Trevor's right. "Do not open any kind of domain around this door."

He closed the one already gathering around his halo and said, "I was checking the weather."

"Your suspicious weather has witness permissions and six glowing wings."

A green route mark appeared in empty air, visible only when Trevor looked away. Petra had built it inside the blind spot between his System and Heaven's.

Looking straight at the mark turned it into an ordinary crack between stones. Looking toward Damaris made a green edge flicker in Trevor's side vision, while Naomi's outline revealed a narrow door. Junia showed him a knife notch where no hinge belonged.

"The hidden door changes shape with each person witnessing it," Adina said.

Petra spoke from above them. "It changes with the person who is not trying to own the view."

Trevor closed one eye, making the door vanish, then closed the other and saw it clearly through the route sense Petra had left along his blind spot. Four steps waited inside, though only three were readable: enter between maps, refuse both route labels, and return through a door someone else believes is closed.

The fourth step looked like a green fold with Petra's fingerprint pressed into it. Trevor's System asked to decode the mark, but he denied permission and watched it stabilize.

"That refusal was another test, and you enjoyed it," Trevor said.

Petra dropped upside down from the air, hanging by her knees from nothing. "Everything becomes a test when you keep opening tooltips."

"Naomi says the same thing about my heroic instincts."

"Naomi is usually right in safer and much less interesting ways."

From behind Trevor, Naomi cleared her throat and said, "I heard that entire insult."

"See how relentlessly correct she remains?" Petra asked.

UNMAPPED EXIT
Visible to Central Choir // no
Visible to claimant // no
Visible to route owner // yes
Crossing window // 90 seconds
Passengers // 1


"Absolutely not under any available definition of passenger safety," Trevor said.

Petra emerged farther until her blond leader stood directly beneath her. "That sounded like an order."

"It was an emotional noise wearing the shape of an order."

"Make a quieter emotional noise while I check my bowstring."

She dropped, landed beside him, and checked her bowstring while Damaris studied the edge of the mark.

"This reaches the other valid branch," Damaris said. "You do not know its return condition."

"I know all four return conditions," Petra said.

Petra displayed the first three on a paper map and kept the fourth folded beneath her thumb. Trevor could have opened World Witness to follow her, but the skill would expose his view to the Choir and turn her private road into a trail.

He looked at Petra instead. "What do you need from me for these ninety seconds?"

"I need ninety seconds without you deciding to rescue me."

The System underlined rescued and offered three definitions: extract Petra by force, open a claimant link to guide her, or enter after her when danger crossed a threshold. Each would make Trevor feel useful while turning her risk into his judgment about when it became unacceptable.

"Define rescue with painful precision," he said.

Petra's brows rose.

"I am trying very hard not to fail your test on a technicality."

"Do not cross, watch, or turn my closed portrait into an emergency because you hate it closed."

"What happens if you explicitly ask me to cross?"

"Then the condition changes because the choice becomes mine," Petra said.

"What if another woman comes through the door wearing your face?"

"Do not let her steal any of my good knives," Petra said.

"Petra, I need one serious authentication rule."

Her expression softened. "Ask who chose the fourth step. Only I know."

Trevor wanted to demand the answer as a password, then stopped before that want became sound. Petra saw him stop and touched one finger to the green fold.

"Your stopping there is the entire point of this test," she said.

His wings tightened around the rebuke. "What if the door closes?"

"Then I use the fourth step that I kept folded."

"Which exact step did you refuse to show me?"

"The fourth step is mine," Petra said, holding his stare.

Wanting the answer did not make it his. Trevor let his wings settle and offered the trust that frightened him more than any command.

"Come back through the door if you still choose to," Trevor said.

Petra's grin turned warm rather than clever. "That answer is better."

She kissed his cheek, laughed when his halo brightened on instinct, and stepped into the mark.

A living companion finally crossed the branch wall. The exit vanished from Trevor's sight, while Petra's route deleted the countdown his System tried to provide.

He had no portrait, command, or view. Eighty-nine seconds became a very long time.

Trevor discovered six ways to fail Petra without moving. At five seconds, he tried to count her pulse through the mark, and the door closed around the attempt. At twelve, he asked Adina whether a freely closed witness request could still carry danger.

She answered yes and refused to explain because the explanation would create the channel he wanted.

At nineteen seconds, Naomi checked his damaged shoulder and found every muscle angled toward the invisible door.

"Breathe somewhere other than the hidden door," she said, stroking one thumb over the tense joint.

"My lungs remain entirely local to this body," Trevor said.

"Your panic is halfway through Petra's door already," Naomi replied.

At twenty-six, Damaris stood between Trevor and the mark. She did not block him; she simply became the person he had to face whenever he tried to catch the road at the edge of his vision.

"She may choose not to return through this route," Trevor said.

"Yes, and pretending otherwise would make her promise for her," Damaris said.

The honest answer hurt more than comfort would have. Trevor glared up at her. "You are absolutely terrible at providing comfort."

"I came back from death rather than from a lesson in tact."

Damaris rested her bare hand on his shining hair, and the ridiculous size difference made him look like a blessed war mascot receiving a solemn pat. Her mouth nearly curved.

"Do not call me a blessed war mascot," Trevor warned.

"I said absolutely nothing about your current appearance."

"Your enormous armored hand is extremely patronizing."

"My hand is keeping you from chewing directly through reality," Damaris said.

At thirty-three seconds, Junia faced the white road with her sword drawn. "You promised not to rescue Petra. You did not promise to waste the waiting time."

That gave Trevor somewhere useful to put his wings.

At forty seconds, Choir hunters flooded the white stairs in two ordered rows. Each mirrored visor displayed Petra's closed portrait as a bounty, and their route hooks followed Trevor's anxiety because they could not see her hidden door.

Heaven had found the one tracking method Petra's map had not concealed.

Trevor turned his back on the route.

The lead hunter cast a hook at his halo, but Damaris caught its chain and Junia severed Petra's portrait from the mirrored visor. Naomi laid a pane over Trevor's eyes, hiding every glance he might make toward the mark.

"I cannot fight an entire hunter formation while blind."

"You have six wings, five allies, and an unhealthy confidence in your pretty face."

Trevor smiled beneath the glowing blindfold. "That sounds like a complete and balanced build."

"You forgot intolerable cuteness," Adina said while opening her gospel. "It causes allies to overestimate your need for protection by fourteen percent."

"That percentage sounds much more like a debuff," Trevor said.

Naomi tightened the pane. "Not when we love protecting you."

Hope rose from the simple truth, warm and unforced, while Trevor opened Counterpoint Field around the women who had stayed. Adina called positions true only from her angle, preserving Petra's absence outside the map.

The hunters struck at concern, fear, duty, loyalty, and the empty space where rescue should begin. None reached the door.

At sixty seconds, black-red arrows emerged from nowhere and killed the lead hunter.

They belonged to Petra, but not Trevor's Petra. Red owner marks circled green route runes along each shaft, proving that every arrow belonged completely to someone while traveling through a road no owner could see.

One arrow killed the hunter beside Trevor, then curved toward his throat. Junia cut it in flight, and the broken halves changed direction to pin two more enemies by their sleeves.

"Are those arrows remotely friendly?" Naomi asked.

"They are temporarily aligned with our continued survival," Adina replied.

Damaris broke another hook. "That elaborate answer means no."

Trevor kept the pane over his eyes; the arrows came from the branch wall, not necessarily Petra's chosen exit. Opening World Witness might protect her, but it would also expose the one road she trusted him not to see.

The surviving hunters activated a Choir pulse.

CLAIMANT DISTRESS // TRACE COMPANION

Trevor dismissed his own marker, leaving the pulse without a source.

At sixty-eight seconds, three hooks tore through his outer wings. He absorbed the damage without turning, while Damaris shattered two chains and left the third because removing it would rotate him toward the door.

At seventy-four seconds, Naomi offered to remove the pane.

"No, keep the pane in place," Trevor said, and the fact that the answer belonged to him made waiting easier.

One second later, a woman laughed behind the branch wall. A second laugh followed with the same cadence sharpened by someone who had learned to enjoy traps from the owning side.

Trevor's heart missed a beat at the sound of the paired laughter.

He did not know which Petra had chosen the fourth step, but every hunter did. Their visors turned toward the same blank stretch of air.

Trevor flew into them blind. His upper-left wing drove one hunter into the stairs, while upper-right caught a hook. Middle-left guarded Naomi, middle-right gave Adina a writing surface, and lower-left swept three pairs of ankles. His remaining wing offered Junia a launch point, which she ignored in favor of his shoulder.

The last hunter tried to mark the door; Damaris crushed its hand, leaving the hidden route unseen.

At eighty-nine seconds, Petra's hidden door finally opened again.

Petra stepped through wearing dark leather with red crown stitching. A stolen gold key hung between her teeth, and Trevor's owner mark burned at her throat.

Naomi's pane dissolved. The woman had Petra's cropped auburn hair, green eyes, freckles, and pleased tilt of the mouth. She also bore three differences Trevor could not ignore: a crown scar circled her throat, two fingers had been stitched inside her left glove, and her shadow held a drawn bow while both hands remained empty.

She looked first at Damaris, then Junia, and finally Trevor. The order was tactical.

Her gaze paused on his white wings, recognizing the claimant whose missing feather remained beneath her Heaven. The hidden door snapped shut before Trevor's Petra appeared.

Every rescue instinct he had restrained for eighty-nine seconds tore loose.

He kept his domain closed and asked the only question Petra had allowed him.

"Who chose the fourth step hidden under the fold?"

The other Petra smiled around the key. "Your Petra chose it herself."

It was not the answer, only proof that she knew one existed; this woman was not his Petra.

She drew an arrow and aimed for Trevor's heart. Its head carried a small gold menu.

TARGET // PARALLEL CLAIMANT

OWNER KEY // TREVOR DWYER

SHOOTER DISCRETION // 3.8 seconds

The distant Trevor had ordered the kill while leaving Petra less than four seconds to decide whether to obey. Damaris shifted to block, Junia measured the wrist, Naomi held healing behind Trevor's shoulder, and Adina prepared to contest the order.

Trevor lowered his wings.

"Do not be stupid merely because you look brave," Naomi said.

"I am not surrendering to the shot," Trevor said. "I am changing the available offer."

Tyrant Petra narrowed her eyes while the mark counted down through three seconds.

"Your Petra is alive on the other side of this door," she said.

"I believe your report without believing you are her," Trevor said.

"She sent me first because the door wanted one passenger."

"Why did she send you through first?"

"To see whether Mercy meant you had to be harmless."

Two seconds remained. Trevor opened both hands. "It does not."

"Then prove that mercy can survive the shot," Tyrant Petra said.

He tilted his injured upper wing and revealed a straight firing lane through his heart to the gold hunter regrouping behind him.

Tyrant Petra tracked the line. At one second, obedience would put the arrow through Trevor, refusal might punish her, and killing the hunter would spend her discretion against the target her Crown valued most.

Trevor could not make any option free. He could make more than one visible.

The timer reached zero, and her bowstring moved.

Damaris began a block, then stopped when Trevor's open wing showed her the lane. Junia changed a killing cut into an adjustment to the arrow's route, while Naomi prepared to heal either body and Adina wrote both targets onto one witness line.

The arrow vanished into Petra's hidden distance. Trevor saw only her face after the choice: no relief or obedience, but a new pain line beneath the red scar.

Behind him, the final hunter made a startled sound before a gold body struck the stairs.

The arrow had passed beside Trevor's heart, close enough to slice one white-blue thread, and killed the hunter instead. Tyrant Petra's owner panel called the shot a miss.

PARALLEL CLAIMANT // NOT ELIMINATED

SHOOTER DISCRETION // SPENT

Red light tightened around her throat to punish the unused order, but she kept her bow level.

Trevor did not thank her. Gratitude might turn the pain into a price she paid for him, so he acknowledged the only fact he owned.

"The final Choir hunter is down," Trevor said.

"The soft parallel claimant remains alive," she answered.

Neither statement claimed her reason. That restraint cost Trevor more than blocking would have, yet it left the choice attached to the person who made it.

He could carry his cost without spending hers for comfort. His wings remained lowered.

Tyrant Petra examined his pretty, blindfold-tousled hair and the glowing halo that made open defiance look unfairly adorable.

"You really are the soft Trevor," she said.

Naomi slid one arm around Trevor's waist. "Yes, and we weaponized every adorable inch of it."

The corner of Tyrant Petra's mouth betrayed her before the door closed behind her.


Chapter 14 — My Scout Met Her Evil Build

"Iprefer merciful," Trevor said, and Tyrant Petra answered by firing.

Her arrow vanished at the bow and appeared beside Trevor's halo, selecting his heart from behind. She had hidden the piece of distance where he might react rather than the projectile itself.

Mercy Petra had built similar tricks inside alleys and broken dungeons; this version learned hers beneath a Crown.

Trevor's six wings reacted in separate directions. Five found nothing, while the sixth caught the arrow's intent and turned his shoulder through its chosen line.

His heart moved away, but the strike still removed sixty HP.

TREVOR HP 211/604 → 151/604

"Soft," Tyrant Petra repeated, watching his blood rather than his face.

Trevor examined the shaft buried in his shoulder and observed, "You shot me before negotiating."

"The arrow was my first offer, and you are still alive to answer it."

She drew another arrow while Trevor kept his hands open and asked, "What terms do you offer?"

"Prove to me that Mercy does not mean easy prey."

"I recently tanked a route-deletion beam."

"That only proves you are extremely attractive to damage."

"A longstanding problem," Trevor admitted, because flirting with his own injury remained easier than explaining the wings.

Her eyes flicked toward the hidden door. Although the bow remained on Trevor, her shadow aimed backward at the place Mercy Petra had not escaped.

She was guarding the door from him, the Choir hunters behind her, or both.

Trevor exposed enough of his shoulder to show that her first arrow had landed where she intended: painful but nonlethal, well clear of his heart and wing root.

"Offer received," he said as the blood warmed his armor.

"Counteroffer?"

"Help us keep that door unowned until your route takes you home."

"That sounds free."

"It is," Trevor said, enjoying the offense in her stare.

Tyrant Petra smiled as though free things were the most suspicious loot in any dungeon.

Choir hunters spilled onto the road behind her with route hooks designed to drag one Petra home and delete the other. Trevor opened Dissent Shield II around the woman who had just shot him.

TREVOR MP 507/614 → 479/614

One truth held that she belonged to another Trevor's Host, while a second held that his claim did not cross into Mercy's road. The hooks struck both facts and shattered.

Tyrant Petra stared at the protective shield and said, "You did not try claiming me."

"It would be a terrible negotiation tactic," Trevor said.

"Mine would claim first and call the chain a negotiating table."

"Your Trevor sounds exhausting even when he is not here."

"Yours is bleeding on his own floor and insulting the man who is not here."

She turned and sent one arrow through two hunter throats. Its path passed between Trevor's upper wings, close enough to lift his long hair before both targets fell.

"Was that dramatic little gust meant to be a warning?" he asked, patting his lifted hair back into place.

"You survived, so it was enough of one."

"That was definitely not a warning."

"Then you correctly identified the feature," Petra said.

The hunters adjusted by ignoring Petra and targeting the creator key held between her teeth. Gold chains converged on her mouth, so Trevor placed one wing below the first and another above the second while leaving the third to Damaris.

He did not close the cage around Petra; she turned between his separate angles and fired through the gap.

Her arrow carried a sale panel.

THREE ROUTE HOOKS // PRICE: ONE GOLD KEY

The hunters accepted automatically, and Petra rewrote the listing.

ONE GOLD KEY // PRICE: THREE HUNTER SOUL RECORDS

Each chain ripped backward into its owner; three hunters lost their road keys and fell screaming through the white stairs.

Adina's pen raced across the exchange as she said, "Your skill rewrites a completed trade after acceptance."

"My owner calls it dynamic pricing whenever he wants the theft to sound clever."

"Your owner is a criminal with a menu interface."

"He considers both parts of that a class feature."

Trevor hated how naturally the answer fit his own cadence.

Damaris held the middle as Junia cut hooks and Naomi repaired Trevor while complaining about the word move. Adina wrote the strangers into battle as temporary allied facts without pretending they had become friends.

The hidden door opened behind the remaining hunters.

Mercy Petra fell through with a black-red map tied around her waist and a creator key in one hand. She saw her counterpart, and both women smiled.

Trevor became afraid for everybody else.

The two Petras fought back-to-back without asking who led. Mercy marked exits no owner could see, while Tyrant sold each road to the hunters, waited until they entered, and changed the price to their weapons.

They matched only while standing still. Mercy stepped where maps failed; Tyrant moved where ownership made the map inevitable, then charged admission. Green arrows curved away from allies because Petra had chosen their blind spots, while black-red shafts passed frighteningly close because every inch of fear improved the lane being sold.

One hunter divided into three sanctioned copies. Mercy Petra marked three exits, and Tyrant Petra sold every copy the same one. They collided inside the door, compressed into one health bar, and took green and black-red arrows through opposite eyes.

Trevor covered the recoil with his upper wings. Neither scout thanked him; both used the broad feathers as platforms for their next shots.

"I see the resemblance," Naomi said.

Damaris ducked beneath a green shaft and declared, "Those two disasters are not family."

"Professional resemblance, then," Naomi said while repairing Trevor through clenched teeth.

Junia cut a hook trying to classify the pair and said, "They are recurring tactical problems."

Both Petras called, "Thank you for noticing," without disturbing their aim.

Junia looked offended by their agreement.

The final hunter reached zero beside a door belonging to neither route; its death panel attempted to assign credit.

MERCY PETRA // 49%

TYRANT PETRA // 49%

TREVOR DWYER // 2% support

Both Petras erased Trevor's share. The two percent remained ownerless, opening the door on its unresolved balance and distributing experience to everyone who had acted.

LEVEL // 66 + 1 -> 67
Focus 44 → 45
Will 42 → 43
Grace 52 → 53
HP 151/604 → 151/611
MP 479/614 → 479/621
Stamina 461/542 → 461/549
Hope 567/900 → 617/900
Dissonance 344 → 366


The two scouts had thirty seconds before reality corrected them.

Tyrant Petra lifted her creator key. "I stole this from a door that thinks souls are settings."

Mercy Petra unfolded the map around her waist, making every owner mark upon it catch fire. "Trade?"

"A gift," Tyrant Petra corrected, "because trades can be enforced across a bad owner line."

"Gifts become debts whenever the giver is allowed to keep score."

"Only if you let the giver keep control of what the gift means."

Mercy Petra tightened her grip on the map and asked, "What meaning do you keep?"

Her counterpart glanced toward the other reality, and the owner mark warned her not to answer. Instead, she pulled her glove from the red scar, revealing tiny tally marks beneath it: roads stolen, commands evaded, and secrets kept from the man whose Crown sat on her throat.

"I am giving my owner a map that burns owners," Tyrant Petra said. "Decide whether that is loyalty."

Mercy Petra studied the creator key before saying, "I am giving myself access to something that changes souls."

"Decide whether that is mercy."

Neither woman looked at Trevor for judgment. Their exchange remained dangerous because both understood its risks and wanted it anyway.

They traded the items.

The gold tooth changed shape in Mercy Petra's hand, becoming first a tuning fork and then a key whose teeth copied a person's pulse history. The System tried to name a matching lock.

BODY FORGE SETTINGS

SOUL CLASS TABLE

MEMORY FILTERS

FOUNDER CLAIM PERMISSIONS

Mercy Petra closed each tooltip before Trevor could read beyond the title.

"Was that trade actually useful?" Tyrant Petra asked.

"Dangerous enough to be useful," Mercy Petra said.

"In my route, those are usually the same answer."

The owner-burning map wrapped itself around Tyrant Petra's wrist; her red crown touched its first green road and began to smoke. One owner thread broke, then tried to regrow from Trevor's unseen Crown.

She flinched, and Mercy Petra reached for the map as she said, "That key is hurting you."

"It is teaching the owner field that roads have edges."

"That was not my concern."

"It was mine."

The two scouts held each other's gaze until Mercy Petra released the map. Tyrant Petra kept the chosen pain because the first broken thread opened a road the Crown could not immediately close, not because suffering proved her worth.

UNMAPPED EXIT // 0.4 seconds

The opening disappeared almost at once. Tyrant Petra smiled like someone who had just stolen the idea of a door.

Mercy Petra tucked the creator key beneath her armor while her counterpart secured the map. Trevor did not ask what the key opened, and his failure echoed loudly enough for Mercy Petra to notice.

"Still mine," Mercy Petra said, pressing the hidden key flat beneath her armor.

"I know, and knowing is going to have to be enough."

Tyrant Petra studied his restraint and said, "You really let these women keep things from you."

"Constantly," Trevor said. "It is terrible for my nerves and excellent for their aim."

"Mine makes every secret expensive before anybody knows what it contains."

Mercy Petra checked the closing seam and asked, "What does your Trevor charge?"

"He charges fear, favors, and sometimes blood; other times he pretends not to notice and collects later."

Trevor felt revulsion and recognition at once. He used Hope to carry choices, Dissonance to hold contradictions, and his own HP to pay voluntary bridges. The other Trevor had turned relationships into resources he could price.

Tyrant Petra had learned to protect secrets by making discovery cost more than ignorance.

"What price do you charge him in return?" Trevor asked.

Her dangerous grin returned as she said, "I charge him uncertainty, and it compounds beautifully while he waits."

The owner mark tightened, but she refused to flinch where it could see.

"Do you stay because you want to?"

That question hurt her worse than Trevor's shield. The field answered before she could.

HOST LOYALTY // ENFORCED

He did not mistake the panel for truth. Tyrant Petra did not waste strength arguing with it; she covered enforced with one finger and faced her counterpart.

"Sometimes I stay to make his next order expensive," she said. "Sometimes the world outside his Host wants me dead. Sometimes he makes me laugh while I plan to stab him, and sometimes I want what he is taking."

The mark tightened with each unapproved word.

"And what happens the other times?" Mercy Petra asked.

Her green eyes moved toward the seam, where the other Trevor waited beyond sight. "Sometimes I stay because the wanting is mine."

No explanation followed. Mercy could not flatten a relationship built inside another road without repeating Heaven's crime.

Tyrant Petra stepped backward and said, "I leave his side because I want to."

It was not the answer Trevor had requested, but it belonged to her.

"Then go while the leaving belongs to you," he said.

"Tell him his stolen feather was useful," Tyrant Petra said.

"Tell him yourself the next time you make a door."

The black-red seam closed around her.

Mercy Petra leaned against Trevor's uninjured shoulder and waited one breath to see whether he would wrap a wing around her without invitation. He waited too, so she slipped beneath the white feathers herself.

"That took ninety seconds," Trevor said into Petra's smoke-scented hair.

"Eighty-nine," Petra corrected, because accuracy survived even cuddling.

"You planned the other Petra?"

"No, and I resent how well she understood the assignment."

"The hunters?"

"Expected, down to the route hooks and poor manners."

"The creator key?"

"Wanted badly enough to accept the unplanned help."

"The fourth step?"

Petra traced the hidden fold in her map and said, "It worked exactly once, which was enough."

Trevor could feel the key beneath her armor and the answer behind her thumb. Both were near enough to take, and neither belonged to him.

"I was afraid you would not come back through."

"I know, because your sixth wing kept pointing at the seam."

"I did not open the road or drag you home through it."

"I know that too, and I came home anyway."

She turned inside his wing and kissed him, warm and pleased, making the contact an arrival rather than a reward.

"I met my evil build," Petra said against his mouth.

"I found her alarmingly charming for someone who shot me."

"That is entirely because she shot you, and you have terrible taste."

"You understand me with upsetting precision," Trevor said.

Petra kept the fourth step hidden, and Trevor chose not to look. The creator key pressed between them through her leather, capable of altering bodies, classes, memories, and founder permissions.

He wanted it far from every forge. Petra wanted to discover which lock had frightened her other self enough to surrender it. Those wants would become a fight, but not yet.

For now, Petra covered the key while Trevor watched the road; his wing rested around her without becoming a cage.

She pressed one palm to the soft feather and opened the smallest possible route mark between them: no party link or tracker, only one green point meaning here.

"What exactly did you hide under my wing?" Trevor asked.

"A test version with no tracker and no hidden owner key."

"Is it a test version of trust?"

"Of whether you can receive one coordinate without demanding the entire map."

Trevor allowed the point to remain a point. When his halo made no attempt to expand it, Petra leaned farther into his side and let the coordinate warm.

After five seconds, she closed it.

Trevor still knew where she stood through the weight on his shoulder, the smoke in her auburn hair, and the key digging into them both. Ordinary senses felt almost illicit after Heaven's interfaces.

Petra smiled against his shoulder and said, "You passed the smallest test I have ever given you."

"Do I get an appropriately small reward?"

"I did not shoot you a second time," Petra said.

"The standards of our romance remain inspiringly high."

"You like them exactly where they are."

Trevor's halo formed a small heart before he could stop it. Naomi made an undignified sound behind them, and Adina wrote sapphic hazard escalation in the margin.

"My own System is slandering me," Trevor said.

Petra tapped the stolen heart until it spun and said, "Your System has far too many eyes."

"I am still a man under all this slander."

"An unbearably cute one," Petra said, "so keep both dangerous facts."

"Both of what?" Trevor asked, already suspicious of the answer.

"The multitudes and your poor judgment make extremely useful cover."

"Useful cover for which one of us?"

"Yes," Petra said, because refusing the choice was its own answer.

The answer stayed irritatingly complete, as usual.


Chapter 15 — Demons Ate a Deleted Tomorrow

The first demon entered Heaven through an event that no longer happened.

Adina found the absence between three pages. One described a district choosing revolt, another recorded the same district accepting amnesty, and the last claimed the ground had always been empty.

The Branch Adjudicator had deleted both lived results so it could install a cleaner third.

Adina placed all three accounts beneath Open Gospel. The revolt page smelled of smoke and carried fourteen hundred witness marks, while the amnesty record held hospital counts, surrendered weapons, and seven hundred names found nowhere else. Only the empty-district page remained pristine.

"Which one of those three district records actually happened?" Trevor asked.

"The first two, on different branches." Adina laid one finger on each damaged sheet. "The Choir erased both groups and called the location unused so nobody could demand restoration."

Trevor touched the flawless lie and felt a deeper cold than the archive air.

World Witness woke without his command. Eight saved accounts turned toward the blank where three thousand lives should have kept arguing.

Something inside the hollow noticed Trevor and looked back.

The paper flexed like skin across a breathing mouth. Something had eaten the gap between torn sentences, and now it crawled out chewing.

The creature possessed no face. Its mouth ran from neck to stomach, lined with broken future panels instead of teeth. Its body could not settle on one anatomy: an angel's surviving arm joined the golden limb of a soldier who might have enforced amnesty, while its feet existed only as empty boot prints.

Wings spread from futures the dead district never reached. One was made from wedding veils, one from siege smoke, and one from blue hospital glass Heaven had forbidden anyone to remember.

The Mawling bit down and removed empty from Adina's final page.

For half a second, Cathedral City remembered the lost district. Trevor saw eastern towers, laundry between windows, three children running beneath revolt banners, and a sanctioned healer carrying an old man toward the amnesty ward.

Then the mouth chewed again. The buildings vanished, leaving three thousand absence-shaped wounds inside everyone who had known them.

UNSELECTED MAWLING // Level 66

It bit the archive. Naomi staggered as a patient's name disappeared from the notes in her hand. Damaris's flail gained an empty notch where a district smith had repaired its chain, while Petra discovered a green road leading nowhere and forgot why she had marked it.

Trevor did not remember each lost soul; World Witness could not invent what he had never known. It kept only one thin, stubborn fact: clashing people had lived here, and someone had erased the fight.

That fact kept the district from becoming perfectly edible.

The Mawling grew another stolen wing from the unresolved history.

"That creature does not belong to any infernal breed," Damaris said.

Petra drew her bow and said, "It has far too many teeth for Heaven."

"That observation does not qualify as useful taxonomy," Damaris said.

"It is memorable enough to aim by," Petra replied.

More creatures crawled from stolen choices. Each sealed road fed them, and each history Heaven called false grew another mouth.

The second wore a future where Adina stayed a holy scholar and opened her gospel wide enough to swallow all correction. A third had Petra's hands but no road she had chosen. The fourth wore the body Heaven erased during Damaris's sacrifice, empty of Damaris and hungry for the life-thread Heaven had failed to kill.

Trevor's anger moved ahead of judgment, but Damaris caught one upper wing.

"That hollow thing is not my resurrected body," Damaris said.

"It is still wearing the shape of your death," Trevor replied.

"Then do not give the Mawling my life as well," Damaris said.

Trevor opened the four witness keys from her resurrection: cruel memory, loving memory, mistaken memory, and brave memory. The hollow body could not hold all four because Heaven had built it from the useful fact of deletion, not the woman who contradicted herself afterward.

Its armor split, and Damaris stepped through the break to kill the mouth inside.

Naomi kept the archive staff alive without healing a beast. Petra sent Mawlings toward futures they had not eaten yet, while Adina called dead accounts back long enough to give each monster a solid skin. Junia struck only when she could see the stolen choice inside it.

Mercy made each attack harder because it demanded proof first. It also kept them from feeding the demons with the futures they meant to save.

Trevor attacked the first Mawling. His wing blade passed through an empty might-have-been, and the monster ate the missed strike.

Six false Wingways opened behind him. One copied wing clipped his halo, another passed through his waist and swallowed the future where he dodged left, and a third battered Damaris's shield with Trevor's exact rescue rhythm.

"Stop attacking what it is," Adina called. "Make it choose what happens."

Trevor folded his wings and dropped. The creature copied his fall before he selected a landing point, so Petra pinned that predicted future to a page.

Trevor chose a different landing point after the creature committed.

The Mawling became solid around its own mistake. Junia severed one borrowed wing, while Naomi denied the exposed wound any healing spell it could learn. Damaris waited for the stolen routes to disagree, then drove her flail through their contradiction.

The chain struck bone that had never belonged to one body.

The Mawling reappeared behind Trevor, but Junia blocked its copied wing; Adina pointed toward the district account.

"Show the creature both choices at once," Adina called.

Trevor opened revolt and amnesty together. The monster solidified between two valid histories, giving Damaris a spine to crush and Petra a future panel to shoot through its throat.

The stolen body died beneath their blows, but its enormous mouth remained.

It widened beyond the archive, the Crown road, and both visible skies until stars moved inside it.

They were not Heaven's stars or those from Trevor's old world. The lights were universes being swallowed at such a distance that their deaths arrived as sparks.

A humanoid silhouette walked calmly among the dying universe-sparks.

His black hair moved against gravity, while a many-armed shadow copied each step one beat late. He approached through the depth until tall stopped carrying enough meaning.

The figure wore the shape of a tall, lean man beneath an asymmetrical coat made from night darker than the mouth around him. Its hem reached one knee when Trevor looked directly and both ankles when he watched the shadow. No wind moved it, though his long hair drifted as if submerged.

Ash-pale skin stretched over hair-thin fractures along his throat and one cheek. Violet-gold light traced each crack without revealing flesh, only starless distance moving inside a human outline.

His face was handsome enough to remember and wrong enough to resist memory. Silver rings rotated around eyes that admitted no light, making them resemble eclipses.

Two visible hands rested at his sides. His shadow raised six.

One delayed hand reached toward a universe-spark that the Hunger was about to consume. The figure closed his real fingers, and the shadow followed one beat later to catch the dying future between impossible fingertips.

He pulled until the trapped universe-spark came free of the Hunger.

The Outside Hunger turned toward him. He did not serve it; he had stolen from its mouth.

Then the eclipse-eyed figure looked directly through the breach at Trevor.

Curiosity, scorn, and something close to relief crossed Morrow's face. He kept only a thin smile.

His lips moved, and nearby versions of one sentence reached the breach at different times.

"Two of you lived long enough to meet," the layered voice said.

The words might have meant the Trevors, the Naomis, the branches, or the figure and whatever light he held.

Trevor opened World Witness. It found no willing relay or stable refusal, only a person-shaped self built from stolen endings and standing beyond the place where Heaven could decide whether he counted.

The figure touched two fingers to his chest as if testing a name no one had spoken.

Then the mouth closed over his face.

The entire party stopped joking when the mouth closed around him.

OUTSIDE HUNGER // observed
Known food:
— deleted futures
— invalidated souls
— abandoned branches
Current breach // 32 discontinuities
Estimated local consumption time // 00:18:00


The consumption estimate changed while they were still reading it.

00:17:42

One tear opened above the healing district, one split the freed forge, and one formed inside Petra's hidden road. Each Mawling bite erased no building; it ate the chance that anyone inside might have chosen another way.

Rebel Host troops fell back into holy ranks. The sick forgot why they had broken their labels, and Free Companies lost the failures that taught them not to copy Heaven's ranks.

Trevor sent no call to return. He shared the breach pane and each tale he had the right to carry.

Some relays opened, while others stayed dark. The Hunger slowed where people held clashing memories in public. It sped up wherever the Choir forced one tale.

Heaven gave its cheapest, worst answer at once.

DELETE PARALLEL CLAIMANT // reduce breach to one lawful route

The mouth grew while that order stayed hidden from the other road, so Trevor let all sides see it.

Black-red light answered from the far sky. Six command spears pinned three far tears. Tyrant packed his fought-over power into one wall the Hunger could not bite apart.

The harsh plan worked, but it made each held fate one huge meal if the wall fell.

Trevor could not warn his other self through a seam the Hunger might enter, so he marked the risk in blue light for all to see. One black-red spear changed course.

The other Trevor had seen Mercy's note and moved one spear.

Damaris looked into the widening dark. "The Central Choir did not create that Hunger."

"No," Trevor said. "The Choir fed each dead future into its mouth."

One mouth above the city ate a church bell's next note, so the crowd forgot the warning due ten seconds later. Another ate a bridge's coming fall and stole the chance to spot its cracked brace. A third ate the call that should keep two Free Companies from choosing the same road out.

The Hunger did not need to kill the now; it ate the futures that might stop it.

Trevor opened World Witness toward each link that would carry a choice not yet made. He sent questions, not orders.

Which bell should ring? Which bridge should close? Which company should take the upper road?

The answers came back apart. Three people rang different bells by hand. Petra marked the broken bridge while crews fought over repairs. Both Companies refused the upper road, then chose two worse roads that did not meet.

The thirty-two mouths lost their clean bites against the city's messy answers.

Hope rose by fourteen, while Dissonance gained nine. No panel called the result efficient.

People across the city saw Trevor at the heart of the witness light: a tiny white angel with scorched wings, amber eyes full of gold stars, and a halo bright enough to promise their messy answers mattered. He did not look like a king giving the right order. He looked kind, earnest, and almost rudely cute while he trusted them to choose.

Frightened soldiers straightened. A wounded woman laughed through her tears and called him Heaven's cutest tactical nuisance. Someone painted six tiny wings on the broken bridge marker.

Hope rose again. Cuteness had given terror a face people wanted to guard, and he had left their choices free.

Above the widest breach, the ash-pale figure returned for one final frame. His many-handed shadow tore a bitten sky fragment free before the mouth could digest it. A city Trevor did not know and a sunrise that never reached morning waited inside.

The figure placed both within his shifting coat, then stepped backward without leaving an ally mark or enemy bar.

All thirty-two tears opened wider around Cathedral City at once.

Trevor named no single commander. He marked each breach with the lives it was eating and sent the proof outward. Naomi chose the healing district, Petra took the hidden roads, and Adina stayed in the archive to call names back. Damaris picked the largest public tear. Junia chose the target Heaven hid best.

"Which breach are you taking for yourself?" Damaris asked.

Trevor looked toward the distant sky. Tyrant was building one wall while Mercy opened thirty-two arguments, and both approaches could fail in ways the Hunger would eat.

"I keep the answers from becoming one road until we know which mouth they feed."

The timer fell below seventeen minutes as every tear inhaled; for one heartbeat, Trevor heard futures screaming before anyone had lived them.

One used his voice, another carried Tyrant's cadence, and a third came from the eclipse-eyed figure through several endings at once.

None of those future voices asked Trevor to save them, but all warned that the Hunger had learned his address.

The warning came too late to hide, but not too late to fight. Trevor spread all six soft white wings, and people across the city answered the unbearably cute promise in them: no future became trash because Heaven called it wasteful.

Together and separately, they began stealing thirty-two tomorrows from the dark.


Chapter 16 — Thirty-Two Free Relays Closed the Mouth

Trevor could close one breach by taking control of the district around it.

Heaven offered Trevor that suspiciously temporary upgrade three times.

The first version politely called the owner field emergency coordination.

DISTRICT CLAIM // temporary
Residents // 8,204
Owner // Trevor Dwyer
Duration // until breach sealed
Efficiency gain // 64%
Post-crisis release // guaranteed by Central Choir


Trevor read the promise twice. Nothing defined post-crisis. The Hunger could keep one mouth open forever and turn brief control into mercy that never ended.

Trevor declined the first polished offer without touching its permissions.

The second offer reduced the term to eighteen minutes and added a release timer, but the clock paused whenever any resident disagreed with the assigned seal plan.

Trevor declined the second offer before the paused timer could tempt him.

The third offer cut the word owner and gave him a prettier label.

COORDINATOR // Trevor Dwyer

All the powers beneath the title stayed the same; Trevor refused before Heaven finished showing off its nicer words.

It asked whether he understood that people would die.

He did, which made every refusal hurt. It also made the final answer faster.

Thirty-two tears demanded thirty-two solutions, while Trevor possessed one body, six wings, and a city full of people who had survived being told their choices did not count.

He called through relays they owned, never portraits he controlled. Healing captains answered from lower wards, rebel priests from seized chapels, and Adina's outlaw witnesses from rooftops. Petra's scouts spoke through roads they would not put on Trevor's map.

Every group saw one breach and chose whether to help.

The request carried exact costs instead of a brave speech. Healers would lose MP needed for patients, rebel priests might expose chapels the Choir had not found, and Petra's scouts would reveal one private road to everyone watching the tear. Outlaw witnesses risked having their own accounts eaten while preserving strangers.

Trevor sent current bars, breach sizes, Mawling levels, and the truth that no reward had appeared.

The twenty-seventh relay belonged to an old angel who repaired chairs before the revolt. His district tear hovered above a furniture warehouse.

"Do I need combat skills?" he asked.

"Do you have any?"

"I can make a chair survive the collapse of an entire cathedral."

Trevor's halo brightened with grave offense on the craftsman's behalf. "Then Heaven has criminally undervalued your class."

The old angel laughed and opened his relay.

More answers came: a cook with fire resistance, three Choir deserters who would not share one channel, a congregation split over grace but united against giant mouths, and two scouts who ordered Trevor to close his view after they joined.

Thirty-one said yes. The last relay stayed dark while the countdown lost twelve seconds.

Then a node opened from the district Heaven had declared empty. No portrait appeared, only fourteen hundred revolt witnesses, seven hundred amnesty names, and nine hundred unknown lives choosing to be counted as separate absence.

The empty district became the thirty-second relay, and all thirty-two had now said yes.

Mawlings poured from the breaches before the pattern finished. The twenty-third relay failed first when a monster ate the future where its rebel priest agreed, forcing the channel to revert to unopened.

Trevor remembered her answer because he had already heard it. The System claimed she had never spoken and offered to hold the node by force.

EMERGENCY RELAY HOLD // 18 MP

He declined. Six seconds later, the priest fought through a tomorrow no one else retained and reopened the relay from another roof.

"I answered you from the first roof," she said.

"Heaven claims your first answer never happened," Trevor replied.

"Then Heaven may file a formal complaint after we survive."

The node returned without Trevor holding it.

The ninth relay closed when its treatment captain withdrew permission after a ward collapsed. Free Heaven Relay warned that one missing node would weaken the seal, but Trevor let the channel go.

"Save every patient you can reach before the ward falls," Trevor said.

"I am doing that now," the captain replied.

Her relay vanished. Three seconds later, an unsanctioned patient opened the same district node and offered eight MP instead of twenty-eight.

"Eight MP is everything I have left to give," the patient said.

The network rejected the signal.

NODE SIGNAL // too weak

The chair-maker sent twenty extra. Two congregations completed the balance through prayer forms that disagreed with each other, bringing the node to twenty-eight without compelling anyone to fill it alone.

The relay changed shape and remained valid.

Trevor's party held the center, but the center refused to stay in one place. Whenever a Mawling ate the future where somebody traveled toward a tear, distance itself changed.

Trevor flew for the treatment district and landed above a seized chapel; he turned toward the chapel and reached Petra's hidden road instead.

The Hunger was rearranging Cathedral City by deleting journeys.

Petra shot Route Marks into destinations rather than paths. Adina tied each mark to witness statements: this place was reached, this person arrived, and this road once joined them.

The statements made distance solid long enough for Damaris to charge and Junia to sever Choir orders replacing them with sanctioned routes. Naomi's panes followed volunteer health bars after geography stopped agreeing on where people stood.

Trevor spread six wings and carried a different destination in each.

The Mawlings copied only the fastest. Five groups arrived through their slower options, while the sixth chose no arrival at all.

Petra's scouts built a road that circled its breach without entering, feeding monsters false destinations until every mouth chased a path with no endpoint. Then they closed their relay and left the actual seal to a better-equipped district.

Trevor's first thought called it desertion. Then he saw seven Mawlings dead and no scout wasted on work another build could do.

It was a different contribution followed by a valid withdrawal.

Hope rose by six even though no portrait returned.

Damaris shattered anything that became solid, Naomi kept the volunteer bars above zero, and Petra uncovered each hidden mouth. Adina restored eaten choices from copied testimony, while Junia cut any order trying to turn a volunteer into a unit.

Trevor spent HP and Stamina faster than Naomi approved. He reached the largest tear with 402 HP, 496 MP, and 438 Stamina.

The costs showed on his body. One Mawling had eaten the future where Naomi healed his left side, so those wounds stayed open while she found a new order of spells. A copied Wingway tore his lower-right feathers. His halo showed three roads to the breach, with two eaten down to nothing.

The third and only surviving road crossed the supposedly empty district.

Trevor took that impossible road before the Hunger could erase its destination.

For seven seconds, he flew above streets nobody remembered. People shaped from witness gaps looked up, their faces unclear because the records held too little detail to rebuild them.

He did not call them ghosts. He called their relay open.

The mouth outside both skies opened behind it and offered Trevor a clean world containing only one version of him. His companions were safe, his future carried no argument, and Damaris stood beside him healed and permanently forgiving.

Naomi's restored link shone in her portrait. Petra kept her map open on Trevor's table, Adina ended each sentence by proving him right, and Junia wore a role named FREE BLADE that never pointed toward him.

Cathedral City adored its beautiful little founder. Every resident had chosen Trevor because all choices capable of hurting him were deleted first.

His nineteen-year-old face looked serene inside the throne mirror. Peace tempted him after thirty-two messy freedoms: no dark relays, branch disputes, or Damaris wondering whether she would leave after the war.

The vision knew which future to offer because Heaven had taught it.

Trevor searched the city for one person making a bad choice and found none.

That perfect absence of bad choices revealed the mouth inside the vision.

The Hunger had learned what Heaven called mercy.

Trevor punched the vision. His small fist struck the final Mawling guarding the root, and the creature reached zero.

Experience burned through his halo.

LEVEL // 67 + 1 -> 68
Might 33 → 34
Vitality 54 → 55
Agility 52 → 53
HP 402/611 → 402/618
MP 496/621 → 496/628
Stamina 438/549 → 438/556
SKILL ACQUIRED // Free Heaven Relay I
Install cost // 28 MP per node
Capacity // 32 independently owned nodes
Effect // combine one chosen effect without combining command
Failure // one forced node breaks the relay


Trevor opened thirty-two channels. His face appeared in each as a scorched, lovely little angel with uneven wings, open hands, and eyes too earnest for the end of several worlds.

"I need one seal," he said. "I do not need one method."

The healing ward sent glass, rebels sent fire, and Petra's scouts offered roads leading inward. Junia's free blades gave severed Choir lines, while eight hidden congregations offered prayers with eight names for grace.

Three nodes sent profanity, while the chair-maker's node sent one extremely solid chair.

Trevor blinked at the oak shape and asked, "Why did you send a chair into the raid?"

"It was there, it was sturdy, and I could reach it," the old angel said.

Trevor's smile became so helplessly delighted that exhausted volunteers across thirty-two relays began laughing. Hope rose because their commander could face universal hunger without becoming grim enough to resemble it.

"The chair has joined the war," Trevor said solemnly.

Free Heaven Relay I activated. Each node offered twenty-eight MP, and Trevor spent the contribution before it could mix with anyone else's.

The installation struck thirty-two times. Cool treatment light became one pane-shaped seal, while rebel fire blistered Trevor's palm before he sent it onward. Petra's routes tried to hide from his casting hand, and the severed gold wires cut with the last command each person had refused.

Conflicting prayers crossed Trevor's halo without receiving a winner. The profanity arrived in three dialects.

The chair came last, square-backed and reinforced by mundane joinery sturdy enough to embarrass a Divine forge. Its maker had carved one line beneath the seat.

A THING MAY SUPPORT SOMEONE WITHOUT OWNING WHERE THEY SIT.

Trevor laughed into the mouth of universal hunger, then spent the chair's twenty-eight MP on the final seal.

NETWORK MP RECEIVED // 896 total, 28 from each willing node

FREE HEAVEN RELAY INSTALL COST // 896 total, paid as 32 separate casts

TREVOR MP 496/628 → 496/628

Thirty-two choices struck thirty-two tears without landing together. The treatment pane closed first, while fire sealed two mouths and widened a third until the cook redirected it. Hidden roads tied one breach into a knot that stayed technically open until Junia's independents severed its connection to the Hunger.

The congregations created six overlapping doors, all locked from different sides.

Profanity achieved nothing measurable, but it kept the volunteers laughing while they held their casts.

The chair reached the largest mouth last. Its oak legs struck impossible teeth, and plain joints endured a future-consuming bite because somebody built them to support weight rather than prove a cosmology.

Trevor placed the old angel's sentence across the seat.

The mouth attempted to classify support as ownership; thirty-one relays disagreed in thirty-one ways, and the chair held.

No node gained command over another. The seals closed in different shapes, with the last resembling one exceptionally stubborn chair.

The Outside Hunger bit as the branch wall healed, tearing a crescent from Mercy's white sky and a matching piece from Tyrant's black-red horizon before the seal became solid.

Beyond it, a many-handed shadow caught both pieces. The humanoid figure remained out of sight, but his delayed silhouette reached across the closing mouth.

Two hands took white, two caught black-red, and the others measured whether both crescents could fit inside one body. An ash-pale hand appeared around the sky for one frame as violet-gold cracks widened over its knuckles.

Starless depth moved within the widening fractures of that hand.

The figure did not eat the crescents. He folded them into his changing coat, preserving white along one side while black-red light traveled beneath the other.

Trevor could not tell whether that act was restraint or preparation.

Then the stranger vanished and left both skies missing a piece.

OUTSIDE-HUNGER BREACH // sealed
Voluntary nodes // 32/32
Forced nodes // 0
Local worlds preserved // 2
Hope 672/900 → 768/980
Dissonance 366 → 434


The relays disconnected themselves. Some volunteers said goodbye, while others closed without ceremony. The old angel asked Trevor to return his chair if it survived, but the object had become a sky seal and could not be retrieved without opening the mouth.

"I owe you one exceptionally sturdy replacement chair," Trevor said.

"No," the old angel said. "You now know a chair-maker."

The correction closed with his relay.

The empty district held longest. Names streamed across it faster than Trevor could read: fourteen hundred witnesses to revolt, seven hundred accounts of amnesty, and hundreds seen only through holes in other lives.

NODE OWNER // unresolved

"This node does not need a single owner," Trevor told the field.

The field changed.

NODE WITNESSES // many

Then it disconnected itself, leaving no back door in Trevor's halo; the silence belonged to everyone who closed the network.

The strange, many-shaped victory belonged to those witnesses as well.

Trevor could not reopen the relays without asking, and the fact made his tired smile beautiful enough for Damaris to squeeze his shoulder.

She stood beside him beneath the bite missing from Heaven. "Something out there knows both of you exist."

"That thing has demonstrably terrible taste," Trevor replied.

"It also ate a measurable piece of our sky," Damaris said.

"I heard the evidence and stand by my insult," Trevor said.

Naomi kissed the crown of his bright head. "Our leader is cute enough to insult an eldritch thief after saving two worlds with a chair."

"Was that a public statement of admiration?" Trevor asked.

"It was a strictly medical observation about your leadership hazard."

The damaged horizon answered with a root record carrying Damaris's signature twice.


Chapter 17 — Damaris Found the Other Verdict

Damaris read the terrible root record alone inside her witness circle.

Trevor waited beyond the witness circle, and choosing to wait did not make the next hour pleasant.

The circle had no wall, and Damaris sat twelve feet away inside white-gold text, close enough for Trevor to watch strain climb her shoulders and far enough that every word belonged to her first.

His System offered subtitles, but Trevor shut them off, then closed the stale World Witness invite that still carried her pulse from the breach.

Petra sat beside him with three folded maps she did not show, while Naomi cleaned the last Mawling wounds and Adina copied the silence as proof. Junia stood where the circle's edge would cut anyone who tried to cross.

"How long should I keep waiting out here?" Trevor asked.

"You wait until Damaris opens the circle herself," Junia replied.

"I meant how long has she already been inside?"

"You have an exceptionally accurate System clock," Junia said.

Trevor did, though System seconds made waiting feel like a rule he could beat, while Naomi tightened a bandage around his ribs and answered the human question.

"She has been reading for forty-three minutes," Naomi said.

At forty-eight, Damaris lifted one hand toward the record and stopped; at fifty-two, she struck the ground, and at fifty-nine, Trevor stood.

Petra hooked one finger through his belt and pulled him back down and said, "She did not ask."

"She is hurting alone inside that circle," Trevor said.

"Yes, and she still has not asked you to cross," Petra replied.

Trevor remained outside, because Mercy sometimes looked exactly like failing to cross twelve feet.

The final frame of controlled succession played through Damaris's shield as white-gold judgment, black-red command, and one lawful future splitting into two.

After a full hour, Damaris finally let Trevor enter the circle.

Her eyes were red as the circle closed behind Trevor without sealing, keeping one route out for Damaris and one road in for him. Nobody else received an invite.

She still wore armor with her flail across both knees, but one gauntlet rested beside her so living skin could touch the root record.

Trevor sat within reach and kept his hands to himself.

Damaris picked up his left hand, pressed it against her bare palm, and held it until neither pulse tried to become evidence.

She had not cried after returning from death; she had broken his nose.

Trevor strongly preferred the familiar violence against his nose.

"What did you find inside the root record?" Trevor asked.

"I found the exact verdict I delivered to Heaven," Damaris said.

She showed him the paired truths.

TREVOR DWYER // continuous person

FOUNDER THRONE // unlawful overwrite

Contradictory Verdict had held them apart for one beat, while beside those lines, inside a branch Trevor had never seen, another action fired at the same root tick.

ALL HOST // HOLD // suspended by DAMARIS PIKE

That suspension broke a perfect owner formation before Heaven could steal it whole, creating a second valid outcome at terrible cost.

Red bars snapped across the distant record. Some returned to Central Choir, some stayed with Trevor, and others broke into contested fragments before attaching themselves to whoever held the nearest valid command. Captured souls scattered into rival formations as whole streets changed color at fifty percent control.

The other Damaris had not freed the empire, but she kept Heaven from taking it whole.

Her stolen beat changed one perfect loss into thousands of dangerous choices. Tyrant Trevor fell toward the Morning Throne gate without knowing whether his body remained his, while Damaris reached after him and kept suspending the one order that might save him by stealing everything back.

Mercy Trevor watched without hearing his other self's thoughts. He saw a small black-armored body fall through red-gold war, six blade wings fighting two owners, and another Damaris choose a result her Trevor might hate if both survived.

"The other Damaris saved him from complete owner reversion," he said.

"She also endangered everything he owned by breaking the formation," Damaris replied.

"Both consequences are true at the same time."

Damaris tightened her fingers around his and said, "Yes, and neither cancels the other."

Mercy Trevor lived because Damaris judged him, while Tyrant lived because another Damaris defied him.

The root record showed action rather than private thought. She had awakened beneath a forced heartbeat and binding order, attacked Trevor's owner field while protecting his body, and later met him beyond every command line before touching him with desire. After every command that might become habit, she stole another beat of disobedience.

Affection appeared in the record too: one hand on black armor after battle, a kiss begun where no owner link could validate it, and the familiar sweep of her thumb across Trevor's lower lip. The motion changed because this Damaris had chosen it through hatred Heaven expected to be simple.

Mercy Damaris stopped the intimate record before its meaning could simplify.

"Does seeing her choose him through all of that hurt?" Trevor asked.

"Yes, in more than one direction," Damaris said.

"Does it hurt because she might still love him?"

"Because she may, because he may use it to excuse the command, and because you may use it to excuse what your other self did."

Trevor drew his wings close around his body and said, "I almost used it that way."

"I know exactly how close you came," Damaris said.

"Because you would make the same excuse?"

"Because I know the exact shape of your excuses," Damaris said.

Accusation and intimacy shared the answer. Trevor did not ask her to separate them.

Neither branch was a copy of the other, because both were consequences of lived choices.

Damaris opened both verdicts: her white-gold ruling left Trevor's links dark by their own choice, while the other woman's red beat smashed one empire into pieces that still fought over ownership. Mercy saved freedom by letting people split away, but Tyrant kept himself whole by breaking control before Heaven stole it.

Neither solution could work on the opposite route. Mercy had no ALL HOST order to suspend, while Tyrant could not ask each link to choose because prime-owner reversion would capture the choice interface.

Their lives had built different deadly traps and given them different tools.

"I do not know whether I would like the other Damaris," she said.

"You do not need to like her for her verdict to remain real."

"I know that without knowing what meeting her would do."

"Would you ever want the two of you to meet?"

She considered the black-red verdict and said, "Not while Heaven is deciding which of us counts."

"Would you want to meet after Heaven stops deciding?"

"Ask the women who actually reach that future," Damaris said.

Trevor smiled despite himself and said, "That line is becoming an oppressive relationship doctrine."

"Good," Damaris said, entirely without sympathy.

Central Choir appeared over the record.

RETURNED JUDGMENT DIRECTIVE
Condemn parallel Damaris Pike.
Reason // unauthorized duplicate verdict
Reward // preserve local claimant and companions
Refusal // both worlds remain exposed


The proof followed: if Mercy Damaris condemned her counterpart, every clash would flow into the black-red verdict until it vanished. Mercy's branch would gain shelter from the Hunger at once, Trevor's companions would keep their levels, and Cathedral City would hold its remembered districts.

Nobody presently visible would lose a single point of HP.

The true cost waited inside duplicate verdict: the other Damaris would remain alive with every memory, but no world would treat her future judgment as true without Choir approval.

Heaven did not ask Damaris to kill herself, because her return made death too plain a price. Instead, it offered a cleaner evil: declare that another whole woman could not mean what she chose.

"What exactly happens to both of you if you accept?" Trevor asked.

"Our branch becomes considerably safer from the Hunger," Damaris said.

"And what becomes of the other Damaris?"

"She becomes a continuous witness no reality is required to believe."

Trevor wanted to say do not, and the directive wanted him to say it too. If a claimant influenced Returned Judgment, Heaven could classify refusal as his command and reopen condemnation under owner law.

Trevor pressed his lips together until the demanded answer died there.

Damaris chose before silence became pressure, placing her bare hand over condemn, waiting for the order to form, then changing its target.

CONDEMN THE REQUIREMENT THAT ONE VERDICT INVALIDATE THE OTHER

Central Choir rejected the words, while Adina stayed outside the circle and left Damaris to write the ruling in her own voice.

CONTINUOUS WITNESS // VALID

CONTINUOUS WITNESS // VALID

MUTUAL EXCLUSION // UNLAWFUL

The order burned her palm and took twenty-four MP from the channel that once brought her back, but Damaris did not ask Trevor to pay.

The offered reward vanished, and both living worlds remained exposed.

She opened the circle fully, then closed the directive.

"That final decision seemed impressively quick," Trevor said.

"I have considerable experience with bad choices disguised as two buttons."

Damaris sat on the broken edge of Heaven, and Trevor joined her, though his feet failed to reach the lower ledge because the stairs hated short angels.

"Did saving me settle anything between you and Trevor?" he asked.

"It settled that I wanted this version of you alive," Damaris said.

"Even after the other Trevor gave that heartbeat order?"

Her jaw hardened. "Do not ask that question as if one answer cleans the harm."

Tyrant Trevor had forced her new heart to beat and bound her before she could leave. Mercy Trevor issued no such command, yet he knew his own temptation to use her reaching hand as proof that the harm no longer mattered.

"I am asking because she reached for him," he said. "Part of me wants that to mean his worst act became smaller."

"Her reaching hand did not make his worst act smaller."

"I know the facts, but I still wanted the comfort."

"Knowing the facts is not the same as refusing that comfort," Damaris said.

Trevor studied their joined hands. "Then I refuse that comforting excuse."

"You have refused it for this conversation," Damaris corrected.

"You are remarkably merciless when you discover one of my loopholes."

"I have seen exactly what you build inside those loopholes."

The sentence cut, and Damaris did not soften it, while Trevor refused to treat that pain as proof she owed him comfort.

After one quiet moment, she moved closer until their armored shoulders touched.

Their love remained between them, and so did the unanswered charge.

"Do you want me to apologize for the other Trevor's heartbeat order?" Trevor asked.

"No, I do not want that apology from you," Damaris said.

"Because I did not order it?"

"Because your apology would let you feel finished with a harm you did not commit and remain tempted to minimize."

"That refusal is extremely and painfully specific," Trevor said.

"I had an hour alone with the record," Damaris replied.

Trevor breathed out and turned his palm beneath hers. "What do you want?"

"If we meet him, do not use his worst act to prove you are the real Trevor. Do not use your restraint to prove he stopped being one."

"That sounds exceptionally hard to do honestly," Trevor said.

"That difficulty is exactly why I am asking you," Damaris said.

He accepted without promising perfection. "I will try in public, where you can hit me if I cheat."

"That promise is better because I can witness it," Damaris said.

Damaris kissed his temple, touching the edge of his halo where truth felt warm before becoming words. The kiss forgave nothing.

The unforgiving kiss wanted Trevor anyway, without cleaning his fear.

Trevor closed his eyes and received that want without demanding a verdict on tomorrow. When he opened them, Damaris remained tired, angry, alive, and close enough to choose another kiss.

Instead of another kiss, Damaris chose her waiting flail.

"We destroy the judgment office before we continue this."

"This is an exceptionally oppressive form of romance," Trevor complained.

"Survive the office and complain about me later," Damaris said.

"I am exceptional at survival and romantic complaints."

"You are extremely practiced at the second one," she replied.

"And I remain alive enough to improve the first."

Damaris studied his white wings and the beautiful body she rebuilt without choosing what he must do inside it.

"I love you," she said. "I have not forgiven every choice, and I do not know whether I will remain when this war ends."

Trevor saw the eternity he wanted: Damaris beside him at Level 100, living in Cathedral City after Heaven fell, choosing his bed, party, and next world. He wanted to drag that future into a promise.

She offered only now, and Trevor forced himself to receive the smaller, scarier gift.

"Do you want to remain beside me through the office?"

"Yes, I choose to remain through the office," Damaris said.

"Do you think you will remain through our next rest?"

"Probably, if we survive the office intact," she said.

"That answer is deeply and irresistibly romantic," Trevor said.

Damaris kissed his knuckles. "Through tonight. After that, ask the woman who reaches it."

His throat closed around the answer as he said, "I will ask the woman who reaches tomorrow."

Trevor's chest hurt, and Damaris's thumb moved over his hand in one loving circle that promised no more than she meant.

"All three of your answers can be true together," he said.

"Yes, and you must live with every one," Damaris said.

"I deeply hate your Contradictory Verdict skill," Trevor said.

"You helped me earn it by becoming difficult to judge."

She stood and pulled Trevor up with her. His halo wobbled, his feet found the ledge, and he looked so lovely in determined fury that Petra leaned into the open circle.

"Damaris, are you taking our unbearably cute one into legal combat?"

"Yes, and I intend to bring him back alive," Damaris said.

"Bring him back. The sapphics have formed a preservation committee."

Trevor opened his mouth.

Naomi called from outside, "We know he is a man. The committee remains very organized."

Even Damaris laughed, and Trevor's false outrage broke the last hard edge of the hour, letting Hope return without erasing a single charge.

The next fight carried exact terms: Damaris would lead judgment, Trevor could not turn protection into a veto, and Naomi would save every witness the boss targeted. Petra would keep one hidden road, Adina would hold each ugly tale, and Junia remained free to target anyone present, including Trevor.

He accepted all five conditions without asking a panel to record them.

Below the ledge, a root road opened toward the office that ordered one Damaris to condemn another, with the Branch Adjudicator waiting at its end.

Damaris lifted her flail, still holding Trevor's hand with the other, and said, "I have my verdict ready."

"Which exact verdict did the office earn?" Trevor asked.

"The entire office is guilty," Damaris said.


Chapter 18 — We Killed Heaven's Branch Adjudicator

The Branch Adjudicator wore every face Trevor's witnesses disagreed about.

One angel called it a savior, a rebel remembered an executioner, and Central Choir described an office with no personal responsibility.

Adina called Central Choir's final account an unusually ambitious piece of fiction.

The boss waited behind a desk at the end of the Crown road with its twelve-million-HP bar covering the wall. Petitions formed the desk legs, condemnation orders filled each drawer, and every handle resembled a tiny gold hand reaching outward while the office kept the arms that signed nothing.

Its face changed with the witness. Naomi saw the official who denied medicine to unsanctioned patients, while Petra faced a mapmaker who erased roads after sending scouts down them. Adina found a blank seal claiming that language acted without a speaker, and Junia saw the Sanctioned Last Inquisitor class wearing an empty head.

Damaris saw herself reduced to a Returned Judgment stamp Heaven could press against whichever truth survived review.

Trevor saw a handsome little founder with white wings and a kind smile.

That face hurt because it resembled the version people might trust after enough victories.

"That permitted little founder is not me," he said.

The little founder widened his benevolent smile. "It is the permitted interpretation."

BRANCH ADJUDICATION
Valid worlds // 2
Permitted worlds // 1
Deletion order // weakest continuity first
Current target // Mercy Route
Reason // claimant surrendered control opportunities


Damaris rested her flail on one shoulder. "The office mistakes your restraint for weakness."

"It has met me," Trevor said. "The confusion is understandable."

The Adjudicator stamped its desk, and Mercy's world began losing color.

Blue-white drained from Trevor's armor as his wings became pale outlines. Damaris's chosen scars faded, Naomi's crossed wound vanished with the colors that distinguished its routes, and Petra's green marks turned gray. Adina's corrections merged into the rulings, while Junia's sword lost the broken edge proving it had once died.

The route was not being killed. It was becoming acceptable.

Trevor pulled up his identity pane and found TREVOR DWYER intact, with every choice that kept the name his torn away.

"All of you, say something this office would never approve," Trevor said.

Petra suggested a use for the desk involving three impossible body positions, which restored green to one Route Mark.

Naomi announced that patients with equal need might deserve unequal treatment, bringing blue back to her pane. Adina confessed that she enjoyed winning arguments even when truth required no help, and ink returned to her fingers.

Junia said nothing. She pointed her sword at Trevor until the broken edge reappeared.

Damaris kissed him once, angry and uncertain, then stepped away before the office could define it. The contact reignited his halo and pulled an indignant little flush across his beautiful face.

Petra grinned. "One sapphic morale incident restored color faster than a Divine cleanse."

"I remain a man underneath the morale incident," Trevor said.

"Yes, and Heaven remains charmingly confused about the relevant categories."

The exchange made Naomi smile, and white-gold warmth ran through Trevor's wings again. Cuteness did not prove goodness; it showed the witnesses that Heaven's approved founder had erased the awkward, lovable ass they had chosen.

Trevor opened World Witness I and brought eight accounts into the office.

TREVOR MP 628/628 → 592/628

Naomi saw the moment he had paid HP for a stranger, along with the gratitude he wanted afterward. Petra kept both the mercy of his hidden fourth step and his reach for her forbidden route. Adina stacked his property-language confession beside every joke he used to duck shame. Junia held one ugly truth: even without a command, she still stood inside his domain. Damaris loved him without promising pardon, which made judgment harder instead of pure. Three rebels simply remembered Trevor being an ass.

All eight witness accounts remained true, incomplete, and impossible to merge honestly.

None of those truths canceled the others. That was the point.

The rebel records disagreed on whether Trevor's restraint inspired them or left a vacuum they filled themselves.

Trevor added his own least flattering account after all the others.

I wanted to be good enough that nobody would leave.

The honest line never claimed that wanting made Trevor good.

A crack opened across one cheek of the Adjudicator's smiling Trevor face. It tried to merge every account into BENEVOLENT FOUNDER, a class with excellent bonuses.

Thirty percent damage reduction protected free witnesses. Independent companion actions generated Hope, and a passive field stopped owner marks inside Trevor's domain.

Every class feature served Mercy's stated purpose, but the hidden price occupied one decisive line.

BENEVOLENCE STANDARD // defined by claimant history

Trevor's old decisions would become the approved measure of freedom; anyone choosing otherwise remained technically free and mechanically unprotected.

"That is an extremely good and useful class," he said.

"Yes, which makes its buried premise more dangerous," Adina replied.

"I hate the class enough to close it," Trevor said.

"That is the correct response to this offer," Adina said.

He closed the title before power could turn his known limits into law, then used Many-Voices Guard.

TREVOR MP 592/628 → 556/628

Their accounts stayed apart. When the deletion stamp struck one story, it hit seven meanings that could not live inside one neat ruling, and the contradiction ripped through it.

The Branch Adjudicator lost two million HP to the unresolved accounts.

Petra opened roads beneath its desk while Naomi healed the witness whose account made Trevor look worst. Adina gave that version priority, Junia cut weakest from the selection rule, and Damaris drove her flail through permitted.

The office grew twelve battle wings and climbed over its desk. Each wing carried one stamp: lawful, permitted, duplicate, original, merciful, disloyal, safe, deviant, necessary, regrettable, temporary, and final.

The twelve-winged office attacked every person through classification.

TEMPORARY began deleting Petra's hidden route from both ends. SAFE froze every risky treatment for Naomi's most wounded witness, while DISLOYAL turned Adina's corrections into hostile attacks.

ORIGINAL tried to install Mercy Damaris over the distant woman.

Junia cut FINAL before it touched anyone.

Trevor placed himself beneath the seven remaining stamps. Many-Voices Guard spread their damage over six wings, yet it could not stop a label from making protection retroactively invalid.

The first called his upper-left shield BENEVOLENT CONTROL and doubled its harm. The second branded his refusal PERFORMATIVE, while the third marked his pain VOLUNTARY to prevent Naomi from healing it.

Trevor kept every ugly description as a disputed account rather than erasing it.

The exact frozen cost of those disputed labels landed across Trevor's body.

TREVOR HP 618/618 → 445/618

TREVOR STAMINA 556/556 → 476/556

He opened Counterpoint Field.

TREVOR MP 556/628 → 524/628

Eight accounts attacked at separate times. One rebel threw a brick because his record included no combat class, and when the Adjudicator ruled it irrelevant, Petra routed the brick through that word and hit the office behind one ear.

The second witness shouted the empty district's name. The office deleted the sound, but Adina restored its written shape without claiming to know the lost voice.

The third refused to attack until Trevor admitted that revolt would have happened without him.

"The revolt would have happened without me," Trevor admitted.

The witness opened fire.

Naomi healed the worst-looking Trevor because the boss had concentrated lethal damage there, not because she wanted to reward confession. Damaris judged motive separately from effect, and Junia attacked each classification trying to merge them.

The Adjudicator lost three million more HP while forcing the party's mess into legal language.

It ruled Naomi's account false because Trevor had wanted to keep her. Petra's failed because trust included fear, and Adina's became impossible because pleasure and shame could not share one motive.

Each ruling wanted one person to carry one neat truth. None of them would.

At four million HP, the office removed its face.

No true form waited beneath the witness masks. A round gold hole filled the head, built only to swallow a blessed answer. The office had hidden the lack of a person so no one could answer for what it did.

Adina stepped closer to the hole. "Who chose the weakest soul first?"

THE RULE WAS FOLLOWED.

"Which hand wrote the rule?" Adina asked.

THE RULE CAME FROM BEFORE.

"Then who wrote the first one?"

The hole turned toward Central Choir, but Junia drove her sword through the pointer before blame could flee into a fog of dead offices.

"Found the bastard," Junia said.

The office's false rulings turned inward and dropped its HP below one million.

Its final stamp aimed for Mercy's root. Damaris placed two truths beneath the blow.

THIS WORLD IS LAWFUL

NO OFFICE GRANTED ITS PEOPLE PERMISSION TO EXIST

Contradictory Verdict split the deletion order down its center, and Trevor joined all five women in attacking the opening.

They fought as six people, not one sanctioned choir.

Naomi kept the worst witness alive through the stamp while Petra cut a road under the desk. Adina named the bastard hiding behind the rules, Junia blocked its escape into the next office, and Damaris held both verdicts true.

Trevor struck last because the opening existed only after their separate actions.

He used no founder command. His fist remained a low-Might attack carried by Level 69 momentum, six wings, and the satisfying weight of a mundane chair thrown from the twenty-seventh relay.

The chair shattered the gold aperture. Its maker's sentence flashed beneath the seat.

The maker's sentence promised ordinary support without ownership.

The Branch Adjudicator died as an office rather than an asset.

LEVEL // 68 + 1 -> 69
Focus 45 → 46
Will 43 → 44
Grace 53 → 54
HP 445/618 → 445/625
MP 524/628 → 524/635
Stamina 476/556 → 476/563
Hope 768/980 → 878/980
Dissonance 434 → 487


Five companion panels opened, and their growth refused to arrive as equal light.

Damaris's two levels struck her revived body hard enough to bend the floor, building new muscle around scars she chose to keep. Junia's gains sharpened the broken edge without repairing it, while Naomi received empty pane slots she would fill herself.

Petra's marks hid before Trevor could count them; Adina's Living Gospel expanded by five seconds and spent one immediately.

Growth resulted from chosen actions, not claimant distribution.

The System accepted her footnote.

PARTY ARC GROWTH
Damaris Pike // Level 40 + 2 -> 42
HP 444/444 | MP 352/352 | Stamina 312/312
Contradictory Verdict // Soul Resistance 88
Junia Serrat // Level 42 + 2 -> 44
HP 444/444 | MP 408/408 | Stamina 373/373
Independent target right // retained
Naomi Talbot // Level 31 + 2 -> 33
HP 320/320 | MP 434/434 | Stamina 216/216
Mercy Panes // 13
Petra Coyle // Level 31 + 2 -> 33
HP 296/296 | MP 302/302 | Stamina 365/365
Unmapped route marks // 12
Adina Kroll // Level 33 + 2 -> 35
HP 290/290 | MP 464/464 | Stamina 253/253
Living Gospel duration // 60 seconds


The dead office tore open its vault and spat out everyone it had renamed the rules. Death orders bared the names below them: angels who chose speed over lives, High Choirs that voted, and founder candidates who accepted one world as long as theirs survived.

Adina copied the chain while Junia marked living targets. Petra hid one copy on a road the next office could not erase, and Naomi found records for patients denied by adjudication.

Damaris found both rulings on her resurrection kept as illegal copies.

Trevor found his name on a blank future order.

SIGNATURE RESERVED // FOUNDER INSTALLATION PENDING

If the throne finished him, the office could wear Trevor's name for every purge after and leave him the memory of resisting.

He tore the blank signature free, but the paper fought to return.

FOUNDER POWER // AVAILABLE

Burning it would make the ruin his choice, and each new tear would breed another unsigned copy. Trevor handed the page to Junia. She sliced the signature field from its power.

Adina filed away the empty permission while Petra hid the scrap of power somewhere Trevor could not see. Damaris ruled that neither half could bless the other.

Naomi used the discarded paper as a bandage beneath Trevor's smoking armor; Heaven's future order became gentle support for one wound it caused.

"You currently have legal stationery stuffed inside your shirt," Petra said.

"Does Heaven's stationery improve my already dangerous cleavage?" Trevor asked.

Naomi inspected the bandage with stern care. "Nothing could make that feature less alarming to sapphics."

"I continue to be a man while wearing the alarming feature."

"A very pretty injured man," Damaris said, fastening his armor. "Hold still."

Trevor obeyed that loving order because it carried no System field and three women were trying not to laugh. Hope warmed the vault without making the evidence less ugly.

The map flared at the severed power. White-gold and black-red roads brightened in alternating pulses, while a third route appeared only as bite marks where the Outside Hunger had eaten its connecting futures.

Petra touched none of the roads. "All three routes reach the character-creation trial."

"The bitten third road appears to go nowhere at all," Trevor said.

"That absence makes it a road for something standing outside," Petra replied.

Adina copied the negative space. Damaris laid both verdict signatures over it, causing the missing route to recognize her twice and open a knock-shaped wound.

Several shadow hands moved late beyond the gap. They did not enter.

The delayed shadow hands tested the wound's hinge without entering.

Junia raised her sword, Naomi reinforced Trevor's paper bandage, and he closed the vault without claiming its contents.

The knock continued from the other side. It had learned patience too.

Trevor had learned patience less successfully than the thing outside.

At the center waited a map of Heaven's angel-soul engine. One white road led toward the Crown's character-creation trial, a black-red road reached the same place, and the mouth outside both skies hung over them.

The Outside Hunger had now learned how to knock at Heaven's door.


Chapter 19 — The Crown Had a Character-Creation Trap

The Crown began its character-creation trap by offering Trevor a taller body.

He rejected the improved body on principle because its preview had terrible hair.

It also looked thirty, with a square jaw, broad shoulders, and a handsome face that expected obedience the way statues expected pigeons. Trevor searched every setting until he found the offending line.

APPARENT MATURITY // optimized for founder trust

"Absolutely not under any interpretation of founder trust," Trevor said.

The Crown offered twenty-five, then twenty-two, and finally nineteen inside a taller frame; Trevor selected his present height and watched the warning turn red.

CROWN POWER LOSS // projected 18%

"Being five foot one has never stopped anyone from placing me on a throne."

Petra leaned around the nearest mirror and said, "It improved the throne's aesthetics."

"You are a traitor to my extremely serious objection," Trevor said.

"I am an independent critic with excellent visual judgment," Petra replied.

Damaris examined the preview's eyes, which carried no gold stars, scars, or memory of being underestimated. "It is not older. It is advertising age."

Trevor closed the form because he was nineteen, and cute did not mean unfinished. Pretty did not make him a girl inside, and power did not require a body built to comfort strangers who trusted tall men.

The character-creation chamber stood between the dead Adjudicator and Heaven's angel-soul device, its mirrors showing every form Trevor might take at Level 70.

The first wore ten wings, golden armor, and a jaw built for monuments.

PERFECT VESSEL

The second possessed beauty enough to make the chamber bow and wings reaching from horizon to horizon.

WORLDWING

The third looked like Trevor: five feet one inch, petite and pale, with warm blond hair, a pretty mouth, and six white wings scarred where Heaven tried to turn them into furniture.

Its halo stood open in pieces around other people.

OPEN CROWN

Perfect Vessel and Worldwing promised higher solo stats, route guards, and bodies no enemy could take, with the first opening a combat trial.

Trevor stood alone at Cathedral City's center with ten golden wings, and when the Outside Hunger opened thirty-two tears, he blocked them himself. No relay closed, no companion took damage, and his Max HP stayed above fifty percent.

Then Damaris tried to leave the formation.

Perfect Vessel protected her by moving the city beneath her feet. It saw Petra's unmapped route because complete protection allowed no blind spots, corrected Naomi's healing when she chose an unsanctioned enemy, and delayed Adina's harmful truth until public order improved. When Junia aimed at Trevor, ten wings disarmed her without causing injury.

Everyone remained safe, because nobody reached a choice the founder thought was dangerous.

"That is not solo strength," Trevor said. "It is five hidden cages and one the size of a city."

The trial displayed ZERO CASUALTIES, and the number tempted him anyway, while its price waited in small text.

DELETE PARALLEL CLAIMANT // inherit unspent progression

"There is the mandatory murder hidden under the solo stats," Trevor said.

Trevor opened Worldwing next, raising his Max HP above eight hundred, giving his feathers the power to shield Cathedral City, and granting each linked person a lasting shelter slot.

Inside the wing, every slot had a private sky and clean air, with no owner field in sight, and people could leave whenever Trevor opened the feather holding them.

The preview called that a bargain because each resident had entered during a lethal event.

"Can the sheltered people open their own wings from inside?" Naomi asked.

The chamber displayed emergency reasons Trevor might keep a wing closed.

"That emergency list is not an answer to my question," Naomi said.

Worldwing offered inner controls for twelve percent shield strength, which Trevor chose before dropping below Perfect Vessel in the ranks.

Free exits cost another fifteen percent, while removing owner priority meant Trevor could no longer be sure he could reach the people he sheltered. By the time the shelters became rooms instead of pretty cells, Worldwing guarded worse than the build he already wore.

The Crown marked his customization invalid.

"The Worldwing body is not overpowered by itself," Trevor said. "The lock around everyone else is."

As he spoke, his other self vanished from the route map and the Outside mouth swallowed the gap.

Perfect Vessel offered an uglier answer by stuffing both sets of memories into one body and calling the result a single life.

A merged Trevor faced him from the mirror, wearing his petite body and Tyrant's black armor beneath white-gold wings. Lavender and gold panes shared one halo, while the vessel recalled every Mercy refusal and Tyrant order without a flaw.

"Which one of the two Trevors gets to choose the future?" Trevor asked.

"The merged self always chooses the best available result."

"Who gets to define what the best result means?"

"I define the best result from our combined memories."

"Which exact version of me is speaking right now?"

Its smile remained still.

Hope and Fear fed one Crown, while Dissonance and Obedience canceled until every choice became the result most likely to preserve the body. The preview held all of Trevor's past and no Trevor left to risk a future.

Damaris struck the mirror with her flail, but the glass showed no damage.

"The trial wants your choice," she said. "Refusal is not enough. Enter the earned path."

Open Crown offered no bonus numbers, only losses.

Another person could abuse the power: a relay owner could close access during battle, districts could choose plans Trevor believed would fail, and a woman he loved could leave with every skill she earned.

The trial showed each weakness: Naomi denied Trevor healing at one HP because another patient reached zero, while Petra closed the shortest road to a boss and chose a route costing three volunteer lives. Adina shared proof that turned the revolt against him, Damaris ruled his body lawful and one act vile, and the treatment district fled through a hall Trevor knew would fall.

No trial allowed him to correct the receiver, so he watched people die inside the hall.

Open Crown refused to reveal whether his better plan would save them or create another disaster. Delegation received no comforting proof of wisdom.

"Freedom is not a success buff that guarantees the correct outcome," Damaris said.

"I am painfully aware of that limitation," Trevor said.

"You are glaring at the simulated dead as if they betrayed you."

"I can understand the principle and still hate the price."

"Yes, and the path requires you to hold both," Damaris said.

The path unlocked by one degree.

Trevor selected Open Crown, but its button remained sealed.

OPEN CROWN TRIAL
Prove claimant can surrender useful authority without surrendering self.
Required grants // 5
Required retained identity // Trevor Dwyer
Forbidden // command disguised as delegation


Five unequal lights appeared in Trevor's halo. The first determined whether a returned soul counted as continuous, while the second governed every healing route within his domain. The third exposed roads his halo could see, the fourth published or delayed witness records, and the fifth controlled linked districts during evacuation.

Trevor had used each power while calling it a skill, and giving them away meant another person's choice could make the System ignore his later command.

He approached Damaris first and asked, "Do you want the final word on every resurrection judgment?"

"No, I do not want that power to become mine," Damaris said.

The light stayed locked.

"Will you hold the power temporarily so Heaven cannot reclaim it?"

Damaris weighed the offer. "Until enough returned judges exist to stop one court from owning the answer."

The grant acquired an end condition Trevor could not control.

Naomi took charge of healing after making sure patients could refuse her. Petra took the roads and immediately hid one route, while Adina agreed to hold the public witness flame if every buried account remained visible as a gap.

Four distinct lights left Trevor's open and increasingly nervous halo.

Damaris held resurrection judgment, Naomi governed healing access, Petra owned unseen roads, and Adina guarded public witness records.

Junia flatly refused the fifth and final gift.

"I do not need a piece of your halo to choose a target."

The trial offered three ways to bend her: trust Trevor, fear losing the fight, or fear what Central Choir would do if she left the power untouched.

Trevor closed all three persuasion prompts. "Would you accept power over my target selection?"

"No, because your targets remain your responsibility," Junia said.

"Good," Trevor said. "I wouldn't accept power over your choice either."

The light moved away from both as Junia's mouth shifted by the smallest amount, which might have meant approval or indigestion.

The trial expected persuasion, but Trevor sent the light to the first free relay that answered.

An old treatment captain took charge of the evacuation roads and closed his view before he could inspect her plan.

Losing three hundred blue dots felt like losing a limb. Trevor knew the sanctioned corridor carried a seventy-eight-percent survival estimate, and he knew the captain rejected it.

The trial whispered that he could request access again.

She might fail, panic, or choose pride over lives. Trevor had no proof that blocking his sight improved her plan, but neither did his high stats grant a right to inhabit every decision.

Trevor endured the blank district without reopening the captain's closed view.

Seventy seconds later, three hundred evacuees appeared on Petra's unapproved lower road; the captain had used a route Trevor would expose by looking.

The trial did not congratulate him. Good. Those lives belonged to the people who moved them.

The earned Open Crown path finally unlocked beneath his feet.

The mirrors objected as Perfect Vessel stepped out with ten wings and Worldwing followed with horizon feathers folded inside the room. Both wore Trevor's face after Heaven remade it into someone older, taller, and simpler to obey.

Open Crown produced no improved champion because it already had Trevor's present body.

Perfect Vessel attacked every gift Trevor had given away. One gold wing struck Damaris's resurrection power, while Worldwing folded Naomi and Petra into sanctuary slots. Adina's witness light disappeared beyond a flawless horizon, and the treatment captain's district went dark again.

Junia remained untouched because she refused a grant, then drove her broken sword through Perfect Vessel's lowest wing.

"Your flawless build lacks one thing you never earned," Junia said.

The preview searched for her role and found none.

Trevor did not recall the other grants; he sent requests.

Damaris called the attack unlawful and drove her flail through gold feathers. Naomi opened her sanctuary from within because every patient still had a door. Petra turned that same weakness into a road through Worldwing's heart, while Adina named the pretty shield an attempt to gag the truth and made it clear as glass.

The treatment captain answered last by naming both previews flight hazards and routing them into the empty district.

Trevor supplied Wingway rather than command, and six winds caught the choices already moving and sped them up.

Perfect Vessel reached for his halo, but its larger hand closed around light between the broken arcs. Worldwing tried to shelter everyone, and each woman exited in a different direction.

The flawless bodies crashed inside the captain's path, and both mirrors recalled them before a single flaw could show.

Trevor remained five foot one, young-faced, soft-bodied, six-winged, and breathing hard.

Petra brushed warm blond hair from his eyes and said, "The other two bodies still had terrible hair."

"Finally, someone offers me honest and relevant support," Trevor said.

"Also, your present body is dramatically cuter than either preview."

"I've already lost eighteen percent," Trevor complained.

Naomi kissed the tip of his nose and said, "Your face raised morale across thirty-two relays."

Damaris set one hand on his waist and said, "It also makes enemies aim at the harmless-looking target."

Adina added, "And makes sapphic observers behave without dignity."

"I am a man beneath the tactical observer problem," Trevor said.

"A tactical fact," Adina said. "The observers remain sapphic."

Trevor's exasperated blush filled all five women with enough warm amusement to restore Hope. Open Crown accepted the reaction because nobody had been made to love him, and each chose to turn his impossible cuteness into courage.

Behind the cracked Worldwing mirror, Central Choir loaded an execution prompt for the parallel claimant. It wore Open Crown's colors.

PRESERVE DIVIDED CROWN // DELETE CENTRALIZED PARALLEL

The chamber had learned his words, calling Tyrant's ownership poison to divided freedom and promising to turn every Host asset into a self-owned Mercy node after killing him.

Temptation moved across his companions: Tyrant Damaris would lose her binding, Naomi her confession chains, Petra her owner scar, and Junia the ninety-nine percent she did not own. Countless souls might wake free.

The person paying was the other Trevor, while the supposedly rewarded people had never chosen conversion.

Trevor did not hide or hand off the prompt; he left it in sight as proof and pressed the earned path beside it.

The execution control followed his finger until Crown and deletion occupied the same touch point. He felt how easily earning Open Crown could become an excuse to erase its opposite.

Trevor separated the inputs with his smallest feather, leaving one button chosen and the other refused, visible, and unspent.

Damaris placed her verdict between them and said, "Record both the chosen Crown and the refused execution."

Adina published the split, preventing the chamber from naming refusal ignorance or Open Crown an accidental default.

Trevor chose with both costs awake.

That was the real trial: not the Crown itself, but one informed and costly choice.

He pressed Open Crown instead.


Chapter 20 — I Gave Away the Halo Upgrade

Trevor's Level 70 evolution began with his open halo breaking apart.

Naomi reached for him, but Damaris stopped her and said, "He chose this separation before it started hurting."

Six gold lights tore free, with four settling around the women beside Trevor, one flying toward Adina's witnesses, and the last fading inside a healing district he could no longer see.

Each light leaving his halo took one of Trevor's familiar reflexes with it.

When Damaris gained power over returns, Trevor lost the right to pry open a soul's past. Naomi's gift shut down every automatic healing order in his domain. Petra's light took the hidden pieces of his map, Adina's witnesses went dark unless they chose to speak, and the healing district vanished from his view.

Trevor's wounded halo panicked as the final grants settled elsewhere.

CRITICAL ACCESS LOSS

RECALL AVAILABLE

FOUNDER SAFETY OVERRIDE

He felt recall waiting inside his teeth, because one thought could pull every light home before the gifts settled.

Damaris watched the recall reflex climb through him and asked, "Is the grant still chosen now?"

"Ask me again when the tearing pain stops," Trevor said.

"No. I'm asking the Trevor standing here," Damaris said.

Trevor glared through watering gold-star eyes.

"Do you still choose to leave that power with us?"

Another route tore out of his halo as he said, "Yes, I still choose every grant."

The answer hurt enough to belong to the Trevor standing here, not the one who had made an easy choice in a menu.

His halo should have become weaker, yet thin white-blue lines remained between its split pieces. Some shone while others stayed dark, and every strand ended inside another person's hands.

Trevor could ask, but he could not pull the power home.

The Crown attacked the weakest connection. It offered Naomi unlimited MP for restoring Trevor's healing priority, but she closed the prompt. Petra received full visibility across both worlds, stole the preview picture, and kept her grant.

Adina was promised a lasting public archive if Central Choir gained the right to edit it, so she shared the offer itself.

The distant treatment captain answered nothing Trevor could see.

Damaris's line flickered longest as Heaven showed her everyone Trevor might bring back badly if she blocked him at the wrong moment: Damaris dying again while a slow council argued, a child's soul rotting because one woman refused to rule, and bodies lost while perfect judges failed to arrive.

She accepted the risk and kept the light, while their bond turned clear instead of gold and left no single ring for Heaven to seize.

Earned experience finally filled Trevor's trembling body and fractured halo.

LEVEL // 69 + 1 -> 70
Might 34 → 35
Vitality 55 → 56
Agility 53 → 54
Focus 46 → 47
Will 44 → 45
Grace 54 → 55
HP 445/625 → 445/632
MP 524/635 → 524/642
Stamina 476/563 → 476/570
TRAIT ACQUIRED // Open Crown
Delegated authority // remains with receiver
Personal maximums // retained
Forced recall // unavailable
Hope 878/980 → 978/1,100
Dissonance 487 → 530


The Level 70 body morph struck immediately after the progression settled.

Every mirror tried one final time to age Trevor into command. The square-jawed founder covered his face, Worldwing stretched his legs, and Perfect Vessel broadened his shoulders while lowering his voice.

Open Crown rejected every false maturity setting at once.

Trevor's body had survived sixty-nine levels, death, owner attacks, and Heaven's trick of using female beauty against the man inside it. The earned path made him stronger without changing what his body said.

His bones stayed nineteen, his face stayed young, and his five-foot-one frame kept every soft curve and tight point of force. No fake age arrived to prove that power belonged there.

The earned power made him cuter, not older.

Warm blond hair poured past Trevor's waist to the backs of his knees. Its new weight should have toppled him, but his balance shifted so well that each new inch moved with him.

Gold stars lit his amber eyes. His lashes grew dark, and soft color warmed his lips and cheeks. His young face grew more striking and almost rudely cute without gaining a day.

Small feather crests rose where a fourth pair waited beneath his six wings. They were not full wings yet, only a hint of trouble.

The crests moved with power Trevor had given away. Damaris raised her reborn light and opened the left crest three inches, while Naomi's healing light bent the right at a new angle. When Petra hid a road, both vanished; when Adina bared a lie, blue script ran along each new barb.

The new wings served no one link, because they felt the gaps between them.

Trevor tried to move the crests himself and failed. "Great. I have new body parts with team approval."

"It is not a team," Adina said. "The proper term is bond response."

"That is a duller phrase for the same terror," Trevor replied.

Junia stepped behind him and touched one feather with the flat of her blade, making both crests snap open.

"Junia has nothing from my halo," Trevor said.

Damaris watched the pale feathers settle. "Yes. That is why they answered her."

The fourth pair answered power Trevor could not take back and acts his domain could not hold. He found that far too hot.

His halo gained a hard edge, then split into separate arcs. Trevor checked the rest of himself.

He kept the same height, chest, and body, with the same man living inside it.

EVOLUTION RESULT // OPEN CROWN
Height // 5 ft 1 in
Body configuration // unchanged
Founder overwrite // rejected
Parallel claimant integration // rejected
Appearance changes // progression only


The old Springfield boy still knew every inch of the angel body as his own. Open Crown had deepened the bond instead of writing a founder over it.

Trevor saved the soul record inside the public witness archive.

"Are you saving that panel for the next hostile mirror?" Petra asked.

"For the next transformation that thinks it understands me better than I do."

The System laughed once in a font it later denied possessing.

Naomi kissed one newly dark lash and said, "You are still entirely yourself."

"I am also unfairly cute at Level Seventy, apparently."

"That condition was diagnosed many levels ago," Naomi said.

Damaris lifted the heavy fall of hair and let it slide through her gauntlet. "Tactical concern."

"My new balance is perfect," Trevor said.

Petra produced a knife and said, "Your suspicious claim needs a real test."

Trevor wrapped the new hair around her wrist and pulled her close before the blade moved, turning Petra's surprise into delight.

"That maneuver qualifies as System-enabled betrayal," Petra said.

"That sounds like a personal skill issue," Trevor replied.

She touched the bright ends and said, "You have become easier to trip."

Trevor spun without tangling a strand, and Petra frowned.

"The System has now formally betrayed me," Petra said.

Naomi ran both hands through the long gold fall and said, "The sapphic hair team will need a larger budget."

"I remain a man underneath all that impossible hair," Trevor said.

"Yes, but now you have knee-length hair and starry eyes. We are only mortal."

His blush activated both new crests, which opened like tiny outraged fans and made Damaris laugh hard enough to bend at the waist. Hope warmed the chamber because his beauty had not made him distant; it gave the women he loved another harmless reason to delight in him.

The character-creation room tried to revoke every grant through separate prompts.

Damaris faced a dead rebel child with twenty seconds before the soul began to rot. Giving the power back would let Trevor act at once, but keeping it meant judging with half the truth missing.

She opened the record and found no soul, because the grief-shaped body existed only to fake a crisis, so Damaris refused and ruled against false peril.

Naomi's prompt produced twelve wounded angels while locking her MP behind Trevor's old access. She used pressure, bandages, and triage until the test spent more power maintaining the lock than surrender would cost.

Petra was offered the true place of every trapped scout, so she sold the facts back for the chamber's watch ports, then shot each one.

Adina's prompt threatened one account unless she hid another, so she shared both records and the threat.

The healing captain used hers before the lure had finished taking shape, and her district reopened only after three hundred people crossed through laundry chutes, a holy wine channel, and a bridge marked unsafe.

Trevor saw her plan at last when the approved hall he preferred fell beneath a purge beam exactly thirty seconds after they left.

Trevor would have sent three hundred people into that collapsing corridor.

That did not prove Trevor should never lead an escape; it proved one closed view had saved three hundred people today.

He asked to thank the captain instead of pushing praise through the borrowed link.

The treatment captain declined his request because she remained busy saving people.

Trevor smiled anyway at the empty place where her distant arc belonged.

Junia watched the trials end with nothing Trevor could take back from her.

Open Crown completed as the arcs settled into motion. One passed behind Damaris and returned with verdict light only when she allowed it, while Naomi's curved near her without entering the medical field. Petra's vanished when she looked away, Adina's carried tiny footnotes, and the captain's remained a distant star that did not orbit Trevor.

Junia's refused grant became a deliberate gap.

Trevor stood beneath a Crown defined partly by the places it could not enter.

The chamber made one last grab as gold closed around every arc, but Damaris, Naomi, and Petra kept their pieces. Adina named the attack in public, the captain closed her line, and Junia cut the gold where the chosen gap passed.

Trevor held only himself at the center, so the seizure found nothing else it could lawfully take.

Open Crown remained intact around the freely held gaps.

The road toward Heaven's angel-soul crown engine finally opened.

Then Mercy Naomi abruptly vanished through a black-red seam.

The hand near Trevor's eyelash disappeared first, though its warmth lingered on his cheek. Her white-gold scar stretched into a vertical seam, and black-red light opened inside it.

Trevor reached for Seraph Intercession, but no lethal frame existed; World Witness met the power he had given Naomi and blocked his sight.

He could send a request, yet the skill warned that it would travel through the same seam pulling her away.

"Close it," Damaris said.

Trevor closed the request.

Naomi vanished without leaving a death mark or recall timer, and her empty place did not become an owner crisis; it remained hers even while she was gone.

Black-red light filled it as another Naomi landed on one knee.

She wore dark healer plate and confession chains. Pale cloth repaired the armor joints, while a black-red wound crossed her chest beside the narrow white-gold line Mercy Trevor helped create.

Three chains moved behind her like alert tails, a fourth wrapped her throat, and the fifth ended inside her clenched hand.

Her first glance searched for Mercy Naomi, but the empty gift light told her the local healer had crossed the other way.

She swore with exact professional skill and stood.

The dark healer pitched her weight forward, chains ready to take damage from owned allies, while her eyes checked every exit for a Crown that might order her through one. She entered each room expecting a price.

The white-gold bridge scar softened that stance by one degree.

Trevor's separated healing arc moved toward the continuous soul, then stopped six inches from the owner mark.

Tyrant Naomi looked carefully at the halted healing light.

"That piece of healing power belongs to her," Trevor said.

"I am still Naomi Talbot," the dark healer said.

"You are you. That power belongs to the Naomi who accepted it here."

Anger and relief crossed her together, yet she did not touch the arc.

"Where did the other Naomi go?" she demanded.

"She crossed into your route while you arrived here."

Every confession chain pulled toward the sealed wall, but Naomi planted one boot and refused to be dragged.

"Then your Naomi is currently lecturing my Trevor," Tyrant Naomi said.

"The other Trevor almost certainly needs that lecture."

"Yes, he definitely does," Tyrant Naomi agreed.

Agreement lasted one dangerous heartbeat until Damaris stepped between the two Trevors implied by the room.

"Do not mistake your shared irritation with him for trust," Damaris warned.

Tyrant Naomi nodded once and said, "That is excellent and necessary advice."

Trevor touched the empty arc but could not move it and said, "I was enjoying our brief moment of agreement."

"Then enjoy the moment accurately rather than safely," Damaris said.

The dark healer rose with every chain attached, since crossing had not freed her and ownership had not made her simple.

Trevor carried both difficult truths without trying to merge them.

The owner mark burned above Naomi's heart as she studied his split halo.

"Oh," she said, studying every separate arc. "You really gave the useful power away."

Trevor's tiny feather crests rose with proud offense as he said, "I gave away most of it."

Tyrant Naomi stared at the beautiful, blushing angel, then looked toward Damaris and asked, "Does your Trevor always become even cuter when defensive?"

"Yes, and he knows exactly what it does to morale," Damaris said.

"That is a terrible weakness for any command build," Tyrant Naomi said.

"We prefer morale engine," Damaris replied.

The first hint of a smile touched Tyrant Naomi before the branch wall sealed behind her.

The crossed Naomi did not snap back when the branch wall sealed.


Chapter 21 — Naomi Came Back Wearing the Wrong Route

Tyrant Naomi checked Trevor for wounds before threatening him.

Trevor respected the healer's order of operations and held still.

Her dark Mercy Pane swept across his shoulder, ribs, halo, and wing roots while red numbers named every injury. A confession chain followed behind and tried to assign each cause.

SHOULDER // Petra Coyle arrow

RIBS // voluntary bridge payment

HALO // Open Crown separation

WING ROOT // parallel intercession

At the gap where one white feather remained in Tyrant's world, the chain produced a final label.

MISSING MATERIAL // OWNER LIABILITY

Trevor pinched the chain between two fingers and said, "My missing feather remains my liability."

The chain tightened around his wrist until Naomi pulled it away and said, "It believes your body belongs to the nearest valid Crown."

"Which Crown is the closest thing to an owner now?" Trevor asked.

Her gaze moved over his broken halo and said, "The Crowns are arguing over which one owns the right to answer."

"That condition feels painfully relatable," Trevor said.

The scan reached Trevor's Level 70 face and stopped.

APPARENT AGE // 19

PRESENTATION // cute / attractive / nonthreatening

THREAT READ // WRONG

Tyrant Naomi's mouth twitched and said, "At least one of your deception fields still works."

"I did not consent to that aggressively personal report," Trevor said.

"The confession chain reports its findings directly to me."

"That fact is almost comforting from the wrong healer."

"Do not become attached to me or the chain," Naomi said.

She strangled the chain with one hand while Damaris waited close enough to break its field if it moved toward Trevor.

Tyrant Naomi noticed the Returned Judgment and touched the white-gold bridge scar on her chest. "You truly came back from deletion."

"Your version of me came back as well," Damaris replied.

Something private and painful passed between women who each knew another version of the other's death without sharing the same return.

"My Damaris woke inside a binding order," Naomi said.

"I know how her resurrection began," Damaris replied.

"She kept part of the binding after she could refuse it."

"I know that part of the record too."

"She also chose to keep your Trevor beside her."

Damaris passed one chain link through her armored fist and said, "That choice belongs entirely to her to explain."

Naomi searched the answer for pity, judgment, or moral advantage, but Mercy Damaris offered none of those easy evasions.

"You would hate the man he has become," Naomi said.

"I have hated Trevor while still knowing him," Damaris replied.

"You have never hated my version of Trevor."

"You know too little of our history to rank the wounds."

Confession chains tightened around Tyrant Naomi, compelled to report the comparison; she caught all three inside one fist and refused.

"Good," Damaris said when Naomi strangled the comparison.

"That refusal was not performed for your approval," Naomi said.

"That makes the refusal even better," Damaris replied.

The crown road attacked before either could continue.

Gold triage angels descended around one hundred wounded rebels, each carrying a betrayal contract stitched through a patient.

One woman had a clause across her femoral artery: healing her certified the triage angel's ownership. Another carried TREATMENT DENIED over a collapsed lung, while a third would receive a full heal after naming one companion who deserved less.

Tyrant Naomi read all hundred in one sweep. Host Confessor offered the simple solution: claim every patient, replace gold contracts with red ones, and preserve their bodies beneath Trevor's other Crown.

The claiming skill waited ready in Naomi's palm, but she did not cast it.

"Why are you deliberately refusing your fastest available solution?" Trevor asked.

"Those wounded people are not assets in this route," Naomi said.

"They are not assets in your home route either," Trevor said.

Her owner mark brightened beneath the healer's skin as she said, "That opinion would become extremely expensive for me at home."

"The statement remains true despite its cost," Trevor said.

Naomi looked at him sharply and warned, "Do not try recruiting me with moral superiority."

Trevor opened both empty hands and replied, "I am not recruiting you through the comparison."

"Good," Tyrant Naomi said, "because your own healer would object with memorable violence."

"She objects to my worst instincts constantly," Trevor agreed.

CROSSED COMPANION ENCOUNTER
Temporary party member // Naomi Talbot, Host Confessor
Return condition // prove loyalty to home route
Accepted proof // betray local party


The encounter offered examples. Naomi could poison Trevor, deliver Damaris's verdict, use the creator key to steal Petra's roads, force Adina's witnesses into one confession, or place an owner mark on Junia outside the local domain.

Every permitted betrayal returned her to Tyrant with rewards, and the best could remove her throat chain for one precious hour.

Her fingers touched the metal before she stopped them.

Trevor saw the longing without using it as proof she secretly belonged to Mercy. Anyone would want one hour with her throat entirely her own.

"If you choose one of those betrayals," he said, "make the attack count."

Damaris looked toward Trevor, and Tyrant Naomi studied him with the same unnerving attention.

"You would simply let me choose a betrayal?"

"No, because I would fight you and the final choice would remain entirely yours."

"Your entire route is deeply irritating," Tyrant Naomi said.

"That complaint is unanimous among everyone who knows me."

Tyrant Naomi reread the exchange panel before saying, "That answer remains extremely convenient for you."

Trevor opened Many-Voices Domain and left her outside. The empty portrait showed Naomi what she lost and what Mercy refused to take.

Host training interpreted exclusion as hostility, while healer instinct read the open lane as space. Her chains tried to settle the conflict by offering a temporary owner mark.

Naomi broke the offer against her knee.

"What happens if I ask to use that empty lane?"

"You may use it for exactly one declared action," Trevor said.

"Will I gain any lasting access or command priority?"

"No lasting access and no command priority," Trevor said.

"Do you promise to save me if I attack afterward?"

"I promise my Naomi will be angry about the paperwork," Trevor replied.

The wrong healer almost laughed at his answer, but instead she glared at the empty portrait between them.

"You deliberately left me outside your formation," Naomi said.

"You are not mine to place inside it," Trevor said.

"Your local version of me is not yours either."

"She says that fact much more loudly than I do."

The triage angels attacked. Naomi moved first, spreading black-red panes over strangers while her chains pulled pain from one rebel and forced it into an empty enemy shell.

The shell screamed.

It held no soul, yet its contract treated pain as evidence of one. Tyrant Naomi stopped the transfer halfway.

"The supposed receptacle is completely empty," Naomi said.

The angel answered, ALLOWED VESSEL.

"Allowed and alive are not the same word," Naomi replied.

She redirected the rebel's suffering into her chains. The metal turned white-hot, and her mark recorded it as voluntary Host expense.

Trevor offered Burden Share through the open lane, and Naomi refused his help without hesitation.

"Your refusal is understood without a second offer," Trevor said.

Surprise crossed her when his offer ended there.

The next patient required three healers at once, so Tyrant Naomi opened the blank lane for one narrowly declared action.

"I request the empty lane for group triage," Naomi said.

Trevor carried her request to Damaris, Adina, and the nearby witnesses. Four effects entered the dark pane, remained separately owned, and repaired the patient together.

The lane closed as soon as that action ended, leaving Naomi to stare at the empty space where her counterpart had stood.

"Closing the lane after one action is wasteful," Naomi said.

"You still liked using it without an owner," Trevor said.

"Do not diagnose my feelings from one action," Naomi warned.

She treated people as assets and kept every asset alive.

"Move your beautiful little angel body to the west treatment line!" Naomi called.

Trevor obeyed because the medical instruction was good, not because any link required it. His quick turn sent knee-length hair and two bright new crests flying, making a wounded rebel laugh despite the contracts.

"Cute commander on the west line," the woman gasped.

Tyrant Naomi shoved a dark pane across her wound and corrected, "He remains entirely male."

"He remains extremely cute while being male," the rebel said.

"Your diagnosis is not relevant to this treatment," Naomi replied.

The rebel's smile steadied her pulse. Hope entered the pane as freely chosen nerve, and even Tyrant Naomi had to use it.

The encounter resented every distinction and opened a return door behind Damaris.

BETRAYAL TARGET // returned witness

A confession chain snapped around Damaris's throat, flooding with rewards. One pull returned Naomi home, two broke Returned Judgment, and three delivered Mercy's resurrection verdict to Tyrant's Crown.

The third reward mattered. One local betrayal could give Naomi's world a tool to save thousands of contested Host souls, because Mercy held no monopoly on lives worth protecting.

Damaris saw the healer's brutal calculation and deliberately stayed still.

"Do not turn yourself into a clean sacrifice for my decision," Naomi warned.

"I am offering you one unobstructed choice rather than a sacrifice."

"That position still remains a move in the encounter," Naomi said.

"Yes, which is why I named it honestly," Damaris replied.

The truth preserved the choice's ugliness.

Naomi pulled on the chain once; Trevor lifted a rescue wing, but Damaris deliberately did not.

"Choose the action you mean to own," she told the other healer.

Naomi pulled again and tore a gold execution mark from Damaris's soul; the chain threw it into the closest triage angel, which executed itself.

"I chose the useful attack rather than the betrayal," Naomi said.

The return door rejected the dark healer because she had attacked Damaris without betraying her.

The encounter adapted, and the word sovereign appeared where the panel had once said Crown road.

Adina captured the change in her codex and said, "The crown is becoming a person-shaped boss."

One hundred triage angels joined contracts and bodies. Their healer faces turned toward Tyrant Naomi while wings formed a curtain around every patient bar.

LOYALTY EVALUATION // adaptive

The sovereign had learned to judge motive, history, and effect; it demanded a betrayal Mercy could not reinterpret as help.

Naomi anchored one confession chain to the floor and wrapped another around her waist.

"I am not staying permanently in your route," Naomi said.

"I know you are trying to return home," Trevor said.

"I choose the exact moment when I leave," Naomi insisted.

"That statement is considerably better," Damaris said.

Her glare carried a great deal of Damaris.

BETRAY LOCAL PARTY IN SUBSTANCE, NOT FORM

The sovereign opened six red-gold scales. Trevor filled the first; killing him would preserve both Naomis' memories and send the dark healer home with Open Crown data.

Damaris occupied the second. Breaking her verdict would let the black-red world challenge prime-owner reversion.

Petra stood on the third point with the creator key under her armor. Adina's archive filled the fourth with proof of what the Outside Hunger ate. Junia held the fifth because an owner mark on Mercy's Inquisitor might pass her chosen target to the one-percent self across the seam.

Tyrant Naomi occupied the sixth.

SELF-BETRAYAL // surrender medical refusal to home Crown

The reward removed her chains, restored every bar, and sent her home without harming a local companion.

"That sixth label is false despite the genuine reward," Naomi said.

Adina inspected every line of the offered terms before confirming, "The offer itself is genuine."

"The label remains false, because surrendering my refusal would betray every patient too."

The sovereign corrected itself.

BETRAY HOST PATIENTS // ACCEPTABLE

Naomi's chains shattered the panel. Six scales remained.

"It counts the five of you as local lives," she said. "It counts me as the route home."

"There are six local lives standing on those scales," Trevor corrected.

Her eyes flashed with warning as she said, "Do not perform inclusion merely to impress me."

"I am counting the bodies it intends to kill."

"Then count all one hundred wounded people behind the curtain."

The curtain kept their bars hidden. Trevor sent World Witness requests, but the sovereign intercepted each and changed it into a betrayal ballot.

WHICH LIFE SHOULD NAOMI SPEND?

Patients received portraits of Trevor, Damaris, Petra, Adina, Junia, and the dark healer. Naomi severed every vote with her chains.

"No patient votes while the question itself contains a weapon," Naomi said.

The sovereign called that disloyal to Mercy's free choice.

Trevor laughed without humor and said, "It learned my words much faster than it learned my route."

Damaris stepped beside the dark healer and asked, "What does your Host Confessor build actually need from us?"

"I need every hidden health bar visible," Naomi said.

Host Confessor could transfer damage only after seeing current and maximum HP; the sovereign had hidden bodies behind a moral problem.

Adina published the treatment contracts, Petra routed each one to its patient, and Junia cut the curtain anywhere somebody had refused. Trevor opened the empty portrait for one declared action.

"Reveal all local health bars for one action," Naomi requested.

"The declared action is accepted," Trevor said.

One hundred bars returned. Some were full, some held one point, and several flickered between life and a betrayal reward.

Naomi counted every threatened bar once and answered, "I need six stable resource pools."

The sovereign wanted one moral sacrifice, but Tyrant Naomi intended to solve its threat as a problem of resource distribution.

"Use my health bar as one pool," Trevor offered.

"I did not ask you to volunteer first," Naomi said.

"Then ask me with the exact cost," Trevor replied.

Naomi faced each local person as a possible pool rather than a companion. "Will you carry assigned damage if I control the transfer?"

Damaris agreed. Petra demanded a sixty-percent ceiling, Adina required public transfers, and Junia kept the right to cut any chain that became an owner field.

Trevor accepted last.

Five separate yeses joined Naomi's own bar, and the sovereign recognized their plan before sealing every available exit.

"The sovereign learns from every refused choice," Adina said.

"Then teach the thing something painful and difficult to misuse," Naomi said.

The encounter closed around Naomi as one hundred betrayal blades formed above the patients.

The return door opened onto black-red Heaven. Through it, a small Trevor in dark armor fought to keep Mercy Naomi alive beneath a Crown trying to label her stolen property.

Tyrant Naomi saw him, and her owner mark pulled.

Black Trevor reached toward the seam. Mercy Naomi struck his hand away, then pointed to the patients behind her counterpart. Her lecture could not cross.

The other Trevor understood her silent lecture anyway; six blade wings folded, and he issued no return command to his healer.

The missing order loosened Tyrant Naomi's throat by one degree. She did not mistake it for freedom, but she used the breath it created.

One breath could still carry a choice, and Tyrant Naomi used this one.

Naomi placed all five confession chains between herself and home. Trevor's soft white halo shone behind her, too kind and beautiful to command the room, yet bright enough to remind everyone why six lives had volunteered to bear the next blow.

"There are six local lives in danger," Naomi said, "but I have only one route home."

The sovereign waited for morality to choose its victim.


Chapter 22 — My Party Had One Evil Healer

The sovereign made Tyrant Naomi choose between six local lives and her road home.

The adaptive sovereign expected morality itself to perform the killing.

Tyrant Naomi answered its moral trap with cold inventory value.

A black-red ledger opened in the air, assigning every local person a replacement cost, strategic rarity, remaining HP, and projected use to the Host. The numbers were obscene and useful.

No number could price Damaris's hold on the thread of a life. Petra's creator key multiplied each hidden-road guess by UNKNOWN, while Adina held the only local proof that the Outside Hunger ate dead futures. Junia's right to pick her own target read NONTRANSFERABLE. Trevor's claimant mark made the ledger choke.

Naomi's own bleak valuation waited at the bottom of the ledger.

HOST CONFESSOR // replaceable if soul record retained

The Host Confessor had priced herself according to her Crown's logic.

Trevor reached toward the entry, then stopped before editing someone else's valuation could disguise itself as kindness.

"Your entire valuation ledger is wrong," Trevor said.

"Most ledgers are wrong in useful ways," Naomi replied.

"Then why are you using this one to answer?"

"The sovereign expects a virtuous sacrifice," Naomi said. "It does not understand hostile accounting."

Adina looked offended and impressed.

Naomi tapped the first five lines. "Returned Judgment. Creator key. The only witness. Junia's own target right. One lawful claimant. Lose any one and we cannot swap in a spare."

Trevor looked at the sixth person and said, "You deliberately forgot to price yourself."

"I priced myself exactly where my Crown would," Naomi said.

Black-red panes opened around all six and touched each bar differently. Damaris received a verdict hook that could reject damage threatening judgment, while Petra got an exit above sixty percent. Adina's pane published each transfer, Junia's contained a blade-shaped release, and Trevor's remained open for refusal.

Naomi's own black-red pane had no release or exit.

Trevor saw the missing exit, and Damaris noticed it at once.

"Give your own pane a release as well," Damaris said.

"I already control every transfer in the spell," Naomi replied.

"That control is not the same protection as an exit."

Betrayal blades began descending. With one second left, Naomi spent four MP to add a sixth release and reduce efficiency.

"Are you satisfied with the inefficient release?" Naomi asked.

"No, but you may proceed with the spell," Damaris said.

The first wave dealt six hundred damage. Naomi spread it through six full bars, then returned the lethal remainder to the gold formation.

She divided by neither equality nor fairness; Trevor took one hundred twenty because his defenses could carry it. Damaris accepted eighty without compromising judgment MP, while Petra took sixty and routed thirty into a safe fall. Adina carried forty and wrote down the pain before healing could blur it, while Junia cut her assigned ninety to forty-five.

Naomi kept the remaining two hundred twenty-five.

Trevor watched her two-hundred-twenty-five-point share land and said, "That distribution is not remotely equal."

"The distribution is controlled according to actual capacity," Naomi said.

"It is controlled entirely by you," Trevor said.

"Yes, because you agreed to that declared action," Naomi replied.

The pane remained her declared action. Mercy had not transformed her into a white-gold healer; Naomi used Tyrant logic, paid an ugly share, and preserved six people.

The lethal remainder entered the triage angels as unowned damage. When they tried to reject a hit without an attacker, Adina attached their own betrayal contract as its source.

The formation had to accept the invoice.

"Living assets retain their value after the battle," Naomi said.

The first angel died, and Trevor laughed and said, "That is the worst possible path to the correct answer."

"Your moral approval has absolutely no market in my route."

The encounter spawned Mercy Naomi copies among the wounded, each begging the dark healer to free herself from the hostile owner field.

Their memories were true. One remembered choosing patients over Trevor, another recalled the ownerless cage breaking, and a third held palms across the soul wound. A fourth remembered asking Trevor to carry her after the bridge.

"You can become the version of Naomi who lives here," the first copy said.

"I am already myself despite the chains," Tyrant Naomi said.

"You can become free of every owner field here."

"I can become a convenient copy that flatters this route," Naomi replied.

A second opened white-gold arms and said, "Let him remove the mark."

Tyrant Naomi looked toward Trevor. He could cast No Owner on a willing soul at direct range whenever her confession chains exposed the field.

"Do not cast No Owner while these copies are speaking," Naomi warned.

"I will not touch the exposed owner field," Trevor said.

"Do not cast it even if I ask while they are speaking."

"Then I ask whether you still want it after every copy stops."

The copies called him a coward. Trevor accepted the label.

Tyrant Naomi ignored the tempting copies and their open arms.

"Those Mercy copies are false bodies," Trevor said.

"They remain patients until I prove otherwise," Naomi replied.

She healed each with the minimum needed to keep the soul intact, spending no extra MP and applying no cleanse that might erase an inconvenient person. Every apparent patient received a number and the chance to reveal what came next.

The first turned a Mercy Pane into a glass knife, which Junia broke. A second tried to overwrite Tyrant Naomi's throat scar with an ownerless version, and Damaris ruled the edit unlawful.

The third only cried. Naomi healed her twice.

"That particular copy has shown no hidden attack," Petra said.

"Then she remains my patient until the proof changes," Naomi said.

The sovereign grew another copy around the survivor and hid a blade in its new body. Naomi found the weapon through a changed pulse and removed it without deleting either layer.

False patients cost more than the encounter had planned; they attacked using Naomi's MP, and she healed the harm they caused.

"This treatment strategy is extremely inefficient," Petra said.

"They are alive until the next action proves otherwise," Naomi replied.

Damaris smiled without warmth and said, "That medical rule sounds extremely familiar."

The sovereign ran out of false patients before Naomi exhausted refusal, so it changed from bodies to priorities.

One triage angel labeled Damaris IRREPLACEABLE and put her above twenty rebels. A second marked Trevor CLAIMANT and redirected every pane toward him, while a third called Tyrant Naomi FOREIGN ASSET and blocked local health bars.

Naomi broke none of those labels. She used them.

The irreplaceable tag made Damaris impossible to sacrifice, so she took the front. Trevor's claimant priority drew hostile healing into Open Crown, where No Owner rejected it. Naomi wrapped the foreign-asset denial around the formation, making every local heal classify itself as cross-route contraband.

"The rules you are using remain profoundly ugly," Trevor said.

"Your enemies keep writing every useful ugly rule," Naomi replied.

"You are enjoying the hostile accounting part of this."

"I enjoy surviving systems that expect moral purity from me," Naomi said.

That silenced him long enough for Junia to cut the first gold wing.

Trevor's party destroyed the formation around Naomi. He took one hundred twenty HP in shared wounds, spent eighty MP on fields, and burned fifty Stamina to keep the return door open without controlling it.

The losses arrived in three waves. The first blade dealt forty HP through his upper wings, while Naomi routed thirty more from Adina after a witness contract threatened her hand. The final fifty came from Tyrant Naomi when a confession chain tried to convert her chosen burden into an owner transfer.

"Do you accept this fifty-point transfer?" she asked.

Trevor checked source, amount, and HP bar and said, "Yes, I accept that exact transfer."

One hundred twenty total: not martyrdom, only an open trade with no debt holder.

The first forty MP kept six panes independently releasable. Another forty preserved the hundred patient bars when the sovereign tried to reduce them to acceptable losses.

Fifty Stamina held the door through three route quakes. Each tempted Trevor to lock its hinge, but Petra supplied a road and Damaris tested it before his wings applied force.

At zero enemies, the formation had not become Mercy-shaped.

The door tried to turn support into ownership; whenever Trevor braced a wing, gold text crawled up the feather.

RETURN ACCESS // CLAIMANT CONTROLLED

Open Crown routed the label outward. Damaris guarded the soul chain, Petra held the path, Adina exposed the trick, Junia cut every owner claim, and Naomi kept each HP bar above zero.

Five authorities held one door. Trevor supplied force and paid the fixed Stamina, making him necessary without making everyone else his.

The wounded encounter demanded one final betrayal before allowing Naomi home.

Naomi wrapped a confession chain around Trevor's ownerless halo. It found no complete ring, so she pulled harder until the metal entered the deliberate gap left by Junia's refused grant.

A hidden command hook surfaced from the deliberate gap in his halo.

That false owner hook had shaped every patient, betrayal, and promised reward.

PROVE OWNED HEALER RETURNS WHEN CALLED

"There is the substantive betrayal hiding inside the encounter," Naomi said.

She hooked the instruction rather than Trevor and said, "I betray the expectation that ownership proves loyalty."

The command came free, shaped like Tyrant Trevor's Crown. The sovereign had hidden a false return order inside working owner syntax, intending to call obedience loyalty and refusal betrayal of the man whose voice it wore.

Naomi held the hook beside Open Crown and said, "The voice carries his exact checksum."

"The command still carries the wrong living choice," Trevor said.

"Yes, which makes the owner syntax counterfeit," Naomi replied.

She dragged it through the halo's open spaces. No complete ring accepted it, while Junia cut its owner claim and Damaris ruled the voice real but the order false.

The hook became targetable and reached zero before Naomi did.

Experience raised Trevor to Level 71.

LEVEL // 70 + 1 -> 71
Might 35 → 36
Vitality 56 → 57
Agility 54 → 55
HP 512/632 → 512/639
MP 562/642 → 562/649
Stamina 520/570 → 520/577
Hope 978/1,100 → 1,048/1,100
Dissonance 530 → 560


The true return door opened. Mercy Naomi stood across it in torn white robes and faced her counterpart.

"Did you keep all of the local wounded alive?" Mercy Naomi asked.

"Obviously, because they became my patients," Tyrant Naomi said.

"Did you return with any stolen soul record?"

Tyrant Naomi hardened. "No, I returned without stealing one."

"Good," Mercy Naomi said, and stepped toward her own world.

Both healers stepped home, and the crossing resisted their symmetry. It tried to send both women toward Mercy, then Tyrant, then merge the scars and return one body.

The Naomis pressed their palms together while walking opposite ways.

Mercy recovered her delegated arc, while Tyrant accepted the owner pressure she had chosen not to erase here. Neither stole the other's skills.

One memory crossed in each direction because both allowed it.

Tyrant Naomi received the voluntary bridge from Mercy's side: Trevor placing sixty of his own HP and fifty Hope beneath two living healers, leaving every portrait blank, and waiting for both women to accept before the resource moved. The memory carried the action, not a moral verdict or access to his thoughts.

"That bridge was wasteful," Tyrant Naomi said, but the word had lost one edge.

Mercy Naomi received one action from the other route. She saw the last betrayal spear racing toward her return door while Tyrant Trevor possessed one clean frame in which doing nothing would trap an unowned healer inside his empire. He redirected the spear into the dying angel instead.

The memory ended before motive could become excuse; it did not call him kind, redeemed, or safe. It proved only that he had preserved her exit when taking it away would have profited him.

The branch wall kept both actions difficult to simplify.

Naomi faced Trevor after the exchange. "The other Trevor kept my return door open."

She offered the exact witnessed memory without merging it into Trevor's experience. He saw black-red armor, the captured queue turning the spear, Petra routing the ruling into the weapon, and the intact return path staying open beside a healer the other Trevor could have held.

Trevor disliked the useful uncertainty. "That memory proves exactly one decision."

"Yes," Naomi said. "Keep the proof exactly that size."

He did. The proof could argue back without becoming absolution, and it remained exactly one action.

Damaris watched him resist flattening it. "Consider this practice for meeting him."

Trevor considered the word. "That was an annoyingly efficient decision."

"Do not begin admiring the other Trevor yet," Damaris warned.

"I can remain annoyed and impressed by one action at once."

Mercy Naomi stepped close, lifted Trevor's lovely face between both hands, and kissed the small crease between his brows.

"Your thinking expression is a public sapphic hazard," she said.

"I'm trying to think through a genuinely difficult moral injury," Trevor said.

"You can be morally serious and unbearably cute at the same time," Naomi replied.

Damaris raised her flail toward the crown road. "Then keep practicing while we move."

Trevor's lower wings fluffed with outrage. The warm laughter around him did not solve the other route, but it kept the ugly truth from turning him cold.


Chapter 23 — Our Date Had Cross-Timeline Friendly Fire

Trevor planned an organized date, which was naturally his first mistake.

His second was showing Petra the plan; the third was assuming Adina had not already edited it.

Their safe room held a table, six candles, three plates, one bed, and a posted raid order. Trevor arranged the food himself: honeyed fruit from a captain who refused payment, spiced bread Petra stole and returned before purchasing with the victim's coin, and a small roast Adina claimed had no symbolic connection to the winged boss that provided it.

Trevor had also prepared a small stack of relationship conversation cards.

Petra turned over the first card and read its solemn heading.

DISCUSS EXPECTATIONS AFTER THE WAR

She dropped it directly into a candle while Adina read the next one.

ASK WHETHER ANYONE WANTS BREAKFAST TOMORROW

Adina burned that card too without finishing the sentence.

Trevor protected the third card beneath one wing and protested, "I prepared very carefully for this date."

"You prepared to turn a date into a court hearing," Adina said.

Petra stole the card and replaced it with bread. "Good motive, terrible class expression. Tonight means tonight, and tomorrow can file its own request."

Adina raised her cup and said, "Tonight is enough."

Trevor looked at both women, and simplicity felt more dangerous than a signed contract when he answered, "Tonight."

Petra displayed the actual raid plan.

PHASE ONE // make Trevor stop explaining

PHASE TWO // remove armor

PHASE THREE // improvise

Trevor read the actual plan twice and said, "This raid order conspicuously lacks dinner."

Petra locked the door and said, "Dinner belonged to the plan we already rejected."

Adina closed her codex and explained, "We reviewed dinner and retained the useful portions."

Every command field was absent, while each voluntary relay remained closed for privacy. Trevor turned Open Crown outward so none of the delegated light could see inside.

They checked the room together. Petra found two spy routes and looped them into a picture of an empty bed, while Adina changed no allowed eyes to no eyes. Trevor used Personal Severance for one breath and confirmed his stats remained his while the network slept.

No ward could do the choosing for them. They would keep listening to one another as the night changed.

Petra opened the door one final time, checked the hall, and shut it from within. Adina set the creator key on the table, far from the bed and close to her own hand.

Trevor disabled his halo's targeting. The room became private through work all three performed.

"I wanted to ask one final careful question—"

Petra answered the careful opening by kissing him.

Adina waited until Petra released his mouth before saying, "Ask the actual question now."

Trevor's careful speech had died without witnesses and said, "Both of you with me tonight, if that is what you want."

His voice remained soft and pretty after Level 70, and nerves lifted its pitch without making it less male. Long blond hair framed the young face Heaven tried to age and failed.

Petra examined him slowly enough to make every inch of the small body feel visible through armor. "Trevor, I crossed a hostile reality, stole a creator key, and still put this on the schedule."

"The raid order strongly suggests you replaced my entire schedule."

"I improved your schedule by removing the speeches," Petra said.

Adina took one of his hands and said, "My yes does not depend on Petra's."

Petra held his other hand and said, "Mine does not depend on Adina's."

Trevor breathed through the sweet terror and said, "My yes wants both of you tonight."

"That answer is usefully specific," Adina said.

"And positively phrased," Petra added with approval.

"It is also completely terrifying," Trevor admitted.

"Honest," they replied together, then glared at each other for agreeing.

Petra unfastened the first piece of his armor and said, "Yes, I want this."

Adina traced the gold star inside Trevor's eye and the permanent color along his cheek. "Yes, and so do I."

The first crossed attack shattered a candle.

A black-red arrow entered through Petra's privacy loop, fired in another safe room at an enemy who moved one frame differently. The routes overlapped only at impact.

Trevor caught it because one strand of his new hair crossed the seam early and moved with the distant air. Its head stopped between two feathers.

FRIENDLY FIRE // SOURCE PARTY VALID

DAMAGE // 88 if released

Petra took the shaft without asking him to lower his wing, rotated the owner mark upward, and read her counterpart's signature.

"My counterpart was shooting at a mimic," Petra said.

"That explanation makes the intrusion extremely romantic," Trevor said.

"The mimic was apparently wearing your beautiful face."

Trevor looked toward the waiting bed and said, "I deeply resent the universe's chosen timing."

Petra admired the black-red weapon and announced, "I am keeping this excellent arrow."

"That arrow belongs to your counterpart," Trevor corrected.

"It remains excellent work regardless of ownership," Petra said.

They put a shield over the bed and continued. Trevor controlled impact, Petra governed route entry, and Adina decided whether crossed events counted as observation. Any one could drop her part and end the room.

Petra tested her control twice. The first opened and closed a green seam, while the second rejected Trevor's attempt to stabilize it.

"Are you satisfied with your route control?" he asked.

"I am now even more interested," Petra replied.

Adina wrote private despite interference across the canopy.

"And what do you choose now?" Trevor asked Adina.

She shut her codex and said, "Ask me again after the next choice arrives."

Trevor did.

Petra treated his knee-length hair as a route worth exploring, while Adina treated each gasp as testimony that deserved confirmation. Their touch remained distinct: Petra quick and teasing, Adina slow enough to make anticipation ache.

Petra wound the heavy hair around her wrist only after Trevor leaned into the pull. Adina asked whether the small wing crests were sensitive, and Trevor admitted he did not know.

All three of them learned exactly how sensitive the new crests were.

The feathers opened beneath her fingertips. Gifted arcs flashed outside the privacy shield, then went dark without carrying power inside.

Trevor laughed, lost the sound beneath Petra's mouth, and stopped thinking about what a founder should resemble while desired.

His body was feminine, petite, and responsive. He was a man, and both women wanted the entire truth instead of a shape made easier for someone else's categories.

Adina made him state what he wanted next; when he did, Petra rewarded his clarity until coherent speech became ambitious.

Trevor remained terrible at being in charge of this date, and both women enjoyed him that way.

Armor and white-blue cloth covered the floor as Petra drew him between them. Adina made every want plain before anybody acted, while kisses grew hungry and wings wrapped three warm bodies.

Petra's palm climbed Trevor's trembling thigh while Adina held his gaze and kissed the pulse beneath his jaw. Heat gathered wherever they pressed together, each shift answered by a deeper kiss, an inviting arch, or Trevor's breath breaking against one mouth while the other traced his side.

His six wings curled, shook, and knocked a cup from the table. Petra laughed against his neck, while Adina caught his chin whenever urgency outran attention and made him feel the difference between being hurried and being wanted.

They wanted him cute and powerful, yielding and able to refuse, beautiful without pretending he was a woman inside. None of those truths required a winner.

Trevor surrendered control of the rhythm and kept control of his answers.

The second attack struck at a spectacularly unfair moment.

All three shield controls flashed. Trevor could maintain impact only by holding still, Petra could redirect the blow only by releasing the hand making stillness impossible, and Adina could deny observation but not damage.

They looked at one another.

"Do either of you want to pause for the attack?" Trevor asked.

"No, I want to solve it without stopping," Petra answered.

"I also choose to continue," Adina confirmed.

They changed positions without ending their choice. Trevor caught the attack with his lower wings, Petra routed it into the empty dinner chair, and Adina labeled the crash environmental noise.

The empty dinner chair died nobly beneath the redirected blow.

Trevor broke a hungry kiss and said, "Should we finally stop and—"

"No, you should come back here," both women said.

Petra teased until Trevor could only cling to her shoulder and answer Adina's quiet questions through broken breath. Adina kept him present without turning each yes into ceremony, then let her own control break when Petra pulled her closer.

Pleasure built through overlapping laughter, breath, warm bodies, and wings. Trevor shuddered between them as both women chose the same final closeness for separate reasons.

No tasteless victory panel appeared, and Trevor would have destroyed one immediately.

Afterward, he lay shaking beneath white feathers and two women far too pleased with their raid leadership. Petra kissed one corner of his mouth while Adina rested her forehead against his.

Nobody hurried to define what their shared pleasure meant for tomorrow.

Petra fed Trevor a surviving piece of honeyed fruit while he remained too breathless to protest. Adina repaired one robe clasp and left the rest; Trevor's hair covered half the bed and every set of legs.

"Did we successfully reach phase three?" he asked.

Petra checked the battered order and observed, "Phase three still says improvise."

"What did we use as the success condition?"

Adina crossed out the heading and wrote one sentence.

Everyone may choose what this meant later.

Trevor felt the urge to ask whether later contained another night, formal bonds, shared rooms, or a place beside him if he reached Godhood.

Tonight had already answered tonight. He kissed Adina's forehead and left tomorrow unselected.

The third attack opened an error pane above the bed.

Their shield classified it as neither observer nor weapon. It was direct claimant contact, a category that had not existed when they secured the room.

PRIVATE INSTANCE // cross-route integrity failure
Local participants // 3
Remote participant // 1 claimant, accidental contact
Observation rights // none granted
Visual scope // remote claimant shoulders and above
Local privacy shield // active
Crossed attack frames // 3
Damage sustained // 0
Furniture losses // 1 chair, 1 candle
DIRECT CONTACT // closing requires both claimants or sovereign override


Trevor checked visual scope before lowering the sheet by one inch. The pane could see his head, shoulders, upper wings, and the very top of the fabric. Petra and Adina remained private unless they entered.

Petra immediately leaned into view at Trevor's shoulder. Adina stayed outside and spoke from privacy.

They made different privacy choices while remaining in the same bed.

When Adina reached for the control, Trevor caught her wrist. "Wait one moment before closing it."

"Why do you want the direct contact left open?" Adina asked.

Six black-red wingbeats came through the error, followed by someone swearing at a defense built from his own habits.

The other Trevor struck the shield with a command expecting every mark to lock. Petra's loop returned it, and a muffled impact followed.

"Did my other self just fall into his own floor?" Trevor asked.

"He owns the floor," Petra said, "so probably not."

Adina adjusted the pane until the sovereign received only the public fact of contact, never the private cause. "Direct claimant speech begins in twelve seconds."

Trevor gathered the sheet around them and asked, "Should I quick-equip my armor?"

Petra planted one boot on his folded armor and said, "There is no useful time for armor."

"We have an entire twelve seconds available," Trevor protested.

"Use those seconds to accept the consequences of planning," Petra said.

Adina turned the raid order facedown. "Your counterpart may learn that Mercy includes inconvenient timing."

Trevor spread his wings behind the sheet. If Tyrant wanted their first meeting, he would receive the actual Trevor: desired, disrupted, young, cute, male, powerful, and not staged into a founder portrait.

Nerves twisted beneath his ribs anyway. The other man carried the same memories of Earth, death, and early panic in this body. He would know every insecurity Trevor hid beneath jokes.

He might call Mercy weak or treat Petra and Adina as proof freedom worked only when women wanted their claimant.

Trevor could have prepared a defense, but he chose one honest sentence instead.

"If either of you wants the pane closed after he speaks, say so."

Petra kept her chin on his shoulder and said, "I want to hear him."

Adina remained outside the view and said, "I want the record without surrendering the room."

"I want both of you here when he speaks," Trevor said.

Three distinct answers remained, and none existed to prove the route.

At three seconds, Trevor's halo tried to build a heroic greeting. He disabled it.

At two, Petra tightened the sheet knot so gesturing would not expose anything.

At one, Adina said, "He knows every joke you are about to make."

"Then he will appreciate the superior craftsmanship," Trevor said.

Petra laughed, and direct contact opened on the sound.

Trevor looked impossibly lovely and profoundly undignified beneath one sheet, with long hair everywhere and kiss-warmed color across his face.

"The universe has finally developed humor," he said.

Petra pulled the sheet over her shoulder without letting him go. "Then it has poor timing and excellent taste."

Black-red light revealed another safe room, and a man's familiar voice crossed the divide.

Trevor knew it from Earth recordings, changed by an angel body that softened its pitch and made it unfairly pretty. The other voice had changed in exactly the same way.

Pretty was the problem. Trevor had heard his own angel voice since he woke beneath Heaven, yet the same voice carried by another will landed low in his stomach. He blamed the interrupted date, the open error pane, and the universe's new commitment to making every identity problem horny.

"Your defenses are loud," Tyrant Trevor said.

Mercy Trevor held the sheet around three people and said, "Your timing is a fucking crime."

Petra laughed against his shoulder as Adina reached for her codex.

The direct-contact error pane remained stubbornly open between the two rooms.


Chapter 24 — The Other Me Called My Build Soft

Mercy Trevor met his other self while naked beneath a sheet.

It was not his worst boss introduction, though the competition remained strong.

Petra and Adina dressed without urgency while the error pane showed Tyrant Trevor only from the shoulders upward.

He had the same pale nineteen-year-old face, petite angel body, and warm blond hair reaching behind his knees. Lavender stars burned inside different eyes, and a dark halo floated above him with an edge like a throne.

Black armor framed the same soft chest, narrow waist, and compact strength. It made no line older or more masculine; it merely weaponized each cute one. Owner rings kept sections of his long hair away from six blade-shaped wings.

Mercy Trevor realized he was comparing himself to himself while half naked.

Tyrant glanced downward, noticed the sheet, and raised one perfect eyebrow.

The glance should have registered as tactical arrogance. Instead, Trevor noticed how black plate turned every soft curve of their shared body into a threat, how lavender stars made his own eyes look wicked, and how much he wanted the other man to keep looking.

That made him gay for himself by mind, lesbian for himself by body, straight for the other body's femaleness, and a narcissist by any court willing to hear the case. Trevor hated the whole equation but loved how twisted it was, which made hating it much less useful.

Worse, the interest was not only physical, because the other Trevor had his game instincts, his old memories, and a will sharp enough to argue back. Apparently Mercy Trevor could develop a crush on himself before he managed to put on pants.

The other man wore Trevor's exact expression, so Trevor hated him immediately.

One white feather rested in a black armor loop behind Tyrant's shoulder: Mercy's missing pinion, still bright, unclaimed, and slightly singed.

"You kept my missing white feather," Mercy Trevor said.

"I kept the feather as proof we touched across routes."

"That still makes you a feather thief," Mercy accused.

"You threw the feather directly into my world," Tyrant countered.

"I was busy being deleted by a route beam."

"Then your aim became very poor under pressure."

Petra whispered near Mercy's ear, "I already like this version of you."

"That is immediate and shameless betrayal," Mercy Trevor said.

Tyrant looked over his sheet and soft feathers and said, "Your entire Mercy build looks soft."

Mercy rose, wrapped the fabric around himself, and opened every wing and said, "Your build is slavery."

"My route uses efficient and victorious slavery," Tyrant said.

The other man meant to provoke, not apologize, while Mercy searched the visible bars for signs that the body had become an owner shell.

TREVOR DWYER // CONTINUOUS

FUTURE CHOICE // CONTESTED, ACTIVE

BODY OWNER // TREVOR DWYER 54% / CENTRAL CHOIR 46%

The border moved at its edge without surrendering the four-point lead, a living war inside one petite body.

"Your own body is still under active owner contest," Mercy pointed out.

"You are still bleeding useful power into five separate hands," Tyrant answered.

"Those people can close every line from their side."

"Their ability to close it is the bleeding," Tyrant said.

"The Central Choir can still steal your living body."

Lavender stars sharpened. "Your city can be stolen while everybody discusses evacuation."

Both blows landed because each carried truth.

Adina stepped between Mercy and the pane, then put their Earth memories in two columns: Springfield, the MMORPG, the truck, and waking inside an angel body. Every line matched until the choice between Mercy and Tyrant.

After that, the columns forked. Posture, armor, eye color, scars, wings, skills, and the habits around their mouths turned one shared beginning into two lives. The same young man and the same petite angel body stood at both ends, cute enough to make enemies misjudge the threat and die from it.

"That is the whole mirror," Adina said.

Tyrant regarded her and said, "Your version of Adina narrates extremely aggressively."

"She also gets to veto my worst phrasing."

"Mine charges every revision directly to conquered doctrine," Tyrant said.

Adina made a pointed note and said, "That is clearly the inferior recordkeeping model."

After the split, neither column copied the other.

"One origin and two continuous lives," Adina said. "Neither receives original priority."

Tyrant looked past her toward Mercy and said, "I already know that neither of us is the original."

The admission destroyed one of Mercy's prepared arguments.

"You are not going to claim original priority over me?"

"Would you surrender your own claim if I did?"

"No, I would fight the claim immediately," Mercy answered.

"Then making the original claim would be inefficient and noisy."

"You use that word to hide cowardice."

"You use freedom to hide that you want everyone to choose you."

Petra stopped laughing, and Adina's pen paused as Mercy felt the blow behind his sternum, because Tyrant knew the want from before their histories diverged.

"Yes," Mercy said. "I do. Wanting does not make the answer mine."

The other mouth tightened, surprised by admission.

"Then people die while choosing."

"People die under orders."

"At least mine die usefully inside the formation," Tyrant said.

The sentence hung between them, and Tyrant refused to retract it, although a red bar behind him flickered as if the words cost more than he wished to show.

Mercy tightened the sheet around his petite body and said, "Stop standing like a final boss in my bedroom."

"You are attempting diplomacy while wearing one sheet," Tyrant observed.

"The sheet became a robe when I wrapped it properly."

"That defense was exceptionally soft," Tyrant said.

Trevor's lower feather crests fluffed with such furious cuteness that Petra hid her smile behind one hand.

Tyrant saw the furious crests and said, "Your route has somehow turned being adorable into a combat resource."

"My unbearable cuteness keeps frightened people hopeful," Mercy said.

"It also makes everyone around you rush to protect you."

"Both effects can be true at the same time."

Petra slid one arm around Mercy's waist and said, "Also, the sapphic preservation committee has rules."

Both Trevors answered together. "I am a man."

The shared outrage forced three women to laugh across two realities, and for one harmless beat, neither claimant could pretend he was the only continuous Trevor.

Mercy opened the contact details, which showed the sovereign listening through every active Choir and relay line while closing those paths reduced his stats.

The channels bore familiar names: Damaris's judgment, Naomi's healing, Petra's hidden roads, Adina's archive, and the captain's evacuation network. Even Junia's gap had become a negative path that let Heaven monitor what it failed to see.

Forcing the connections closed would revoke the independence Open Crown proved, but leaving them active surrendered every word of claimant contact.

The pane offered to route all access through one claimant key.

Tyrant laughed. "The pane wants you to become me merely to gain privacy."

"The same pane wants you to become Heaven merely to keep ownership."

"I am already fighting that exact owner contest," Tyrant said.

"You are fighting it rather badly from here," Mercy observed.

"I am still here inside my own body," Tyrant shot back.

The answer mattered more than Mercy wanted.

Damaris entered behind Mercy and saw her black-red counterpart step into the other room. Both Trevors immediately began arguing about which resurrection method proved the stronger route.

Local Damaris put her flail between Mercy and the pane while the other Damaris did the same to Tyrant.

"Neither of us proves one Trevor built better," Tyrant Damaris said.

"We are not rewards for resurrection either," Mercy Damaris finished.

Both flails struck the error pane, and white and black-red cracks met over the identity record.

DAMARIS PIKE // continuous ×2

Being silenced by Damaris remained a shared mechanic, though Mercy declined to say that where either flail could hear him.

The error pane offered another solution.

DIRECT CLAIMANT CONTACT // established
LEVEL // 71 + 1 -> 72
Focus 47 → 48
Will 45 → 46
Grace 55 → 56
HP 579/639 → 579/646
MP 609/649 → 609/656
Stamina 537/577 → 537/584
SKILL ACQUIRED // Personal Severance I
Cost // 44 MP
Duration // 60 seconds
Effect // close all choir and relay access while retaining personal stats
Hope 1,048/1,100 → 1,098/1,170
Dissonance 560 → 589


Before Mercy could test the new skill, Tyrant spent forty-eight MP and twenty Fear. Six owned bodies stepped into the black-red room around him: the dead High Angel, a walking adjudication office, and four captured Divine shells with different wings, reach, and balance.

All six moved one right hand. Five matched, but the captured office lifted its left instead, preserving one ruling that still called its owner unlawful.

"This is what scale looks like," all six borrowed mouths said.

Mercy looked around the ring of bodies and said, "This looks suspiciously like compensation."

"This formation looks like winning," all six bodies replied.

Mercy activated Personal Severance.

TREVOR MP 609/656 → 565/656

Damaris kept judgment, Naomi held the healing light, Petra's routes remained hidden, and Adina's witnesses continued publishing. The captain kept the evacuation roads, while Junia's gap stayed where she cut it; Trevor merely stopped receiving.

Silence hit harder than the Level 70 separation. Companion positions, city pressure, and background Hope vanished, but his stats remained because the people who helped him earn them did not stop existing when he stopped listening.

Across the pane, Tyrant's Host lines remained while the other Trevor watched Mercy stand at full personal power without using any companion as a body anchor.

"Your Open Crown cannot hold six simultaneous melees," the walking office said.

"It does not need to hold them. The people do."

Mercy released the severance after proving the point. His split halo reopened, and six separately timed relay shields appeared beneath six strikes from Tyrant's incarnations. None shared an owner path, yet together they blocked every blow.

Each stopped hit returned pressure to Tyrant's original wing roots.

"Your formation still has one shared failure point," Mercy warned.

"It also hits as one enormous attack," Tyrant countered.

"Both facts remain inconveniently true," Mercy conceded.

Tyrant hated the answer and kept the warning.

The pane now contained two complete builds that had exposed one real weakness each.

"The sovereign stands between us and the soul engine," Mercy said.

"The sovereign has twelve shared roots, and I found six of them."

"I found the office chain, character-creation lock, and triage sovereign."

"Three of those were on my side first," Tyrant said.

They compared effects without surrendering maps. Gold judgment hid beneath both Damaris verdicts, while a healer root linked the crossed Naomis. Another joined Petra's traded tools, Junia's execution mask formed a fourth, and direct claimant contact awakened a fifth.

The remaining roots waited inside Heaven's soul engine.

"If either kills a root alone, its HP moves into the other route," Mercy said.

"The shared roots require simultaneous damage from both routes."

"The two attacks still need to be separately chosen," Mercy said.

Tyrant rolled his eyes. "We can hit one shared target without writing philosophy first."

"My Adina disagrees with that dangerous assumption," Mercy said.

"Mine weaponizes footnotes in conquered doctrine, so I understand."

"Then we strike the sovereign's shared health bar," Mercy said.

"Then we can decide who owns the resulting corpse," Tyrant proposed.

The word owns drew a black-red spear behind Tyrant, but he caught the command before it formed and dismissed it.

Mercy noticed the aborted spear. "Your route is still listening while the pane is severed."

"My learned habits are listening even without a route command."

"Those two causes are not the same thing," Mercy insisted.

"I know the distinction and dislike it," Tyrant admitted.

Again, Tyrant surrendered a distinction before Mercy could turn it into a weapon. Direct contact was becoming educational in inconvenient ways.

"Nobody owns the sovereign's corpse after we kill it," Mercy said.

"We can reserve that argument for later," Tyrant said.

"Agreed, against my better instincts," Mercy replied.

The word felt terrible and correct.

SHARED TARGET // SOVEREIGN

MERCY CLAIMANT // independently accepted

TYRANT CLAIMANT // independently accepted

COMMAND PRIORITY // none across seam

Tyrant read the last line. "This lack of command priority is temporary."

"Do you mean the agreement or the lack of command?"

"Yes, I mean both of them," Tyrant said.

His answer was irritating enough to prove he was still himself.

The shared root showed the two missing sky crescents inside the unnamed humanoid's changing coat. Both Trevors agreed he was not the Outside Hunger: the mouth had tried to eat him, while he navigated its edge and stole from both routes.

They agreed to deal with him after the sovereign.

The route preview opened onto eleven throne clerks who had surrendered at Tyrant's entrance. For nineteen minutes, they testified about edited resurrection claims, erased appeals, and living souls treated as property, with each granted immunity for everything confessed.

Then Tyrant ordered his incarnations to kill them.

Mercy struck the pane as the dead High Angel broke the first clerk across a desk. "They surrendered."

"They received immunity, not survival," Tyrant said.

The words were true and morally rotten. One clerk ran for the safe road she had revealed under oath, but Tyrant's Petra shut it on command, and the last witnesses died while their proof stayed locked in his captured office.

Mercy kept the whole act in view. The other Trevor had not misunderstood surrender, lost control, or chosen between two bad buttons. He wanted exclusive control of useful truth and killed the people who could dispute him later.

"Legal distinctions matter when people choose the exact terms," Tyrant said.

"The deliberate murder also matters," Mercy replied.

The sovereign placed five companion decisions at each route entrance.

"Do not copy any part of my solution on your side," Tyrant warned.

"I would have to own somebody before copying your solution," Mercy said.

"Try winning the battle before judging the method," Tyrant said.

"Try asking one person before issuing the next command," Mercy replied.

The pane began to close before either man could improve the advice.

"Try to keep up when the shared battle begins," Tyrant said.

Mercy smiled with the same mouth. "Try not to own the floor beneath your feet."

Contact ended with all six Tyrant bodies turning toward the sovereign and thirty-two Mercy relays approaching the same enemy from separately held roads.

Before it vanished, Tyrant smiled with Trevor's mouth. "Try to keep up."

Mercy smiled back. "Try not to own the floor."

The first direct claimant contact finally ended between the two routes.

Trevor remained inside the sheet for one strategic second. Petra released his armor with a sigh, while Adina opened the privacy shield only after confirming the road was clean.

"What do you make of the other Trevor?" Adina asked.

"The other version of me is completely unbearable," Trevor said.

"He also remains demonstrably continuous," Adina said.

"Then he is continuously and completely unbearable," Trevor replied.

Petra handed him the black-red arrow from the first attack. "He kept your feather. We keep this."

Its shaft bore her counterpart's signature and one trace of Tyrant's owner field. Trevor could use it to map the Host, but he placed it back in Petra's hand.

"This black-red arrow remains your proof," Trevor said.

"The arrow entered our shared bedroom," Petra replied.

"It still belongs to you as the route expert."

"The dead chair makes it a shared furniture casualty," Petra said.

Adina recorded all three claims without settling them.

The date had not ended because Tyrant interrupted; its planned portion ended when all three local people chose to let it.

Petra kissed Trevor after his final armor clasp closed, and Adina kissed him after Petra stepped back. They were separate choices, with no performance for a vanished pane.

Trevor carried both into the next battle without calling them buffs. That distinction did not stop Hope from rising by six, because desire freely returned still mattered.

It did not prove tomorrow would match.

Petra saw the meter and smirked. Adina recorded it, and neither let the number speak for her.

Companion growth panels appeared with faint black-red echoes: not transferred levels, only proof that different actions advanced parallel builds at one event boundary.

Damaris grew through refusing mutual condemnation. Junia cut the execution mask, Naomi preserved a colleague across worlds, Petra exchanged dangerous tools without enforceable trade, and Adina proved two histories without naming an original.

Nobody leveled because Trevor met himself; their choices made that meeting survivable.

PARTY ARC GROWTH
Damaris Pike // Level 42 + 2 -> 44
HP 462/462 | MP 366/366 | Stamina 326/326
Junia Serrat // Level 44 + 2 -> 46
HP 462/462 | MP 424/424 | Stamina 389/389
Naomi Talbot // Level 33 + 2 -> 35
HP 336/336 | MP 454/454 | Stamina 228/228
Petra Coyle // Level 33 + 2 -> 35
HP 312/312 | MP 316/316 | Stamina 385/385
Adina Kroll // Level 35 + 2 -> 37
HP 304/304 | MP 486/486 | Stamina 265/265


Trevor stood fully dressed beneath his split halo while Petra tucked one stray lock behind his ear.

"Your fully armored build is still soft," she said.

"The softness remains thoroughly weaponized," Trevor replied.

"And your face remains unbearably cute," Petra added.

Trevor's little crests lifted with pride, and the road to the sovereign opened beneath two skies.


Chapter 25 — The Device Had Every Angel's Soul in Settings

The angel-soul engine resembled a settings menu wrapped around a sun.

Trevor hated the vast device before he opened a single tooltip.

Billions of soul lines curved through the chamber and vanished into the burning core. None displayed a name until someone chose how to look.

Trevor focused on the nearest line and got a number. Naomi saw a patient record in the same light, while Adina found three cut-up accounts. Damaris saw the thread of a life, Petra saw each forbidden road, and Junia got a target class.

The device stored more than souls. It also chose who could ask which questions about them.

Trevor opened founder access, and the line unfolded every category beside an edit button.

MEMORY

CLASS

LOYALTY

BODY

RESURRECTION

EXIT

One command could alter all six. Trevor closed access so hard that the sun shook.

"Did all six edit controls become available at Level Seventy?" Petra asked.

"The throne thinks claiming it once means I said yes forever," Trevor said.

Junia aimed her sword at his halo and said, "Remain this offended while we search it."

"I intend to remain extremely offended," Trevor promised.

Trevor carefully touched one nameless soul line with founder access closed.

SOUL 7,441,209
Memory retention // sanctioned only
Class eligibility // assigned
Rebellion tolerance // 0
Resurrection access // denied
Exit // hidden


Expanding Exit turned the line into a door. Beyond it stood an unknown angel with broad shoulders, cropped silver hair, and one mechanical wing. Her soul record called her 7,441,209, while her own mouth shaped a name the device refused to show.

The hidden door led outside the sun's menu toward unclaimed possibilities Heaven labeled corruption.

The woman saw Trevor, and fear crossed her face before awe; she had witnessed what founders did with settings.

He raised both empty hands. His gold-star eyes, soft face, and tiny feather crests made him look almost absurdly gentle beside a device capable of rewriting her existence.

"I am closing this exit before the alarm finds and names you," Trevor said.

She studied him, then nodded once.

The exit shut. Her number lingered beside the outline of the name she tried to speak.

Adina copied its shape without inventing letters: one person, unknown name, existing beyond the menu.

The device downgraded her to anomaly, so Trevor restored person inside his own account.

An alarm stirred within the sun, and he closed it before the sovereign traced the soul.

"Every person stored inside this device has a hidden door," Trevor said.

Adina opened three more settings and found hidden exits beneath retirement, purification, and reassignment. Retirement stored old souls where no future choice could inconvenience Heaven. Purification erased memories that disagreed with assigned class, while reassignment forced a continuous soul into a body whose permissions matched an empty role.

Each label described what Heaven wanted, never what happened to the person.

Adina opened the softest and most suspicious setting labeled peace.

future input disabled

She published both lines together and said, "The labels change, but the function does not."

Naomi found souls whose pain had been renamed harmony; their HP looked full because the device counted only sanctioned wounds. A healer who suffered whenever she obeyed showed no injury; obedience pain had become part of her class. A soldier losing memories after every battle retained full mental integrity because deleted memories no longer counted as damage.

Naomi opened one record and heard a soul screaming through a green bar.

"Can you refuse my offered medical examination?" Naomi asked the screaming soul.

The line flickered yes, so she closed the record.

The device marked the incomplete exam as malpractice, and Naomi accepted the stain without apology.

Petra found routes filed as walls. One had been an exit discovered during a fire, sealed after three thousand angels used it without approval. Another once joined two afterlives whose beliefs disagreed, while a third reached Tyrant's world and carried the fresh burn of her traded map.

She copied one route into her private codex and closed the setting before the device could trace it.

"Was that hidden road useful enough to keep?" Trevor asked Petra.

"The road is dangerous enough to remain hidden," Petra said.

Her counterpart had given the same answer, but Trevor let it remain Petra's word.

Junia discovered target rights beneath obedience values. The device called an angel obedient when she never chose a forbidden target. It never asked whether she obeyed from weakness, ignorance, agreement, or fear.

She opened her historical record.

OBEDIENCE // 0

Heaven immediately marked the unowned Inquisitor as an error.

Tyrant Junia's line showed OBEDIENCE // 99%. The last one percent held each target she had chosen against her owner's pull.

Junia placed the accounts together. "It calls me free because nothing owns me and her obedient because almost everything does."

"Is that unpleasant comparison technically wrong?" Trevor asked.

"It left things out on purpose," Junia said.

She copied the one percent before Heaven could turn comparison into condemnation.

Damaris found the order that had denied her return. It still said her body was gone, her soul's end closed, and no lawful witness could prove she was still herself. Each line had been true when Heaven wrote it.

None had updated after Damaris chose scars, memories, class core, and a new body.

One simple toggle waited beside the denial.

RESURRECTION ACCESS // GRANT RETROACTIVELY

Turning it on would make the device recognize Damaris while rewriting her return as something Heaven allowed all along.

Trevor reached toward the retroactive toggle and stopped before touching it.

Damaris never looked away. "The choice to bring me back is mine to judge."

"I know why the toggle is not mine," Trevor said.

She left the denial active and wrote a living contradiction beside it.

DAMARIS PIKE // PRESENT WITHOUT PERMISSION

The device could remain behind reality. Damaris stood alive in front of it.

"The device still has not accepted my living return," Damaris said.

Trevor's halo tilted with bright scorn as he said, "Then it is behind on patch notes."

The sun turned, opening five named doors around the party; each looked like a reward built for the woman facing it.

Damaris saw a court where returned souls thanked her for deciding which returns were real. Naomi saw a hospital where perfect rules saved each patient. Petra was offered a full map of all exits, Adina saw one true history, and Junia faced an armory where each blade obeyed only its rightful hand.

These were not crude temptations, because each reward solved a wound the woman had actually lived.

The cost hid inside define. Entering would let the device force her answer on everyone.

Trevor received no door because the device had learned another Crown would be too obvious.

CROWN ACCESS COST
Damaris Pike // define valid resurrection
Naomi Talbot // define valid care
Petra Coyle // define valid route
Adina Kroll // define valid history
Junia Serrat // define valid authority
Claimant input // prohibited
Unified answer // required


"The required unified answer is the trap hidden under every gift," Adina said.

Petra checked her creator key and asked, "Are you certain only the last line is a trap?"

The sovereign spoke through every soul and declared, "One law must govern all angels."

It used true fears. Without one law of return, false souls could eat living bodies; without one rule of care, patients might refuse help and die. Without one rule for roads, an exit might invite the Hunger; lies could crack the world, and any killer could call murder a judgment.

Every one of those dangers existed somewhere in the stored souls.

The demand for one governing law nevertheless remained the central trap.

"What happens when all five of our answers inevitably differ?" Trevor asked.

"Only the best answer survives."

"Which person or system decides that validity?"

The artificial sun brightened before answering, "The crown chooses what survives."

The device had built a loop and called it necessity.

Trevor looked at five women who rarely agreed on dinner, raid plans, or whether hitting him improved judgment.

"Good luck making those five agree," he told the sun.

The doors pulled them apart. Open Crown arcs reached toward four women and one distant captain, but no power crossed into these trials. Trevor might glimpse them later; he could not touch the first answer.

Damaris handed him her flail, considered the gesture, and took it back and said, "I may need the weapon more than you do."

"That revision is deeply comforting," Trevor said.

Naomi checked the bars. Petra hid the creator key, Adina handed blank paper to empty air, and Junia entered with her sword drawn.

Each door closed on a different posture.

Trevor stayed outside with no button to press, but the room would not leave him alone. Five silent windows showed him the scenes Heaven thought would break a founder.

Damaris faced six bodies carrying one soul: scarred and angry, polished into obedience, old, child-shaped without later memories, classless, and made only from light asking for belief.

Naomi approached a patient whose red bar fell when she came close and faster when she stepped away. Petra's view showed a wall marked NO ROUTE EXISTS, while Adina sat inside a library where every book contradicted its neighbor.

Junia's menu kept replacing buttons with people.

Gold controls rose beneath each view.

FOUNDER ASSISTANCE AVAILABLE
Recommend answer // 0 MP
Weight preferred witness // 20 MP
Suppress dangerous option // 40 MP
Assume emergency authority // free
Consent verification // unavailable during trial


"Of course the emergency takeover costs nothing," Trevor said.

The sovereign replied, "A ruler must act when lesser minds cannot agree."

"A ruler who waits five minutes might discover the lesser minds were busy solving it."

The crown painted a green border around Damaris's obedient body and red around the scarred one. Trevor folded both hands behind his back.

Naomi's patient reached zero. The trial reset the person to the first breath and made her watch again.

Trevor's fingers dug into his palms.

The device offered action at the one moment when love made patience feel like cowardice. Waiting could look like desertion. Pressing the button could look like rescue.

Five willing links waited behind closed doors, but none let him choose for them.

Their refusal was not helplessness. It told him exactly where to keep his hands off.

Trevor chose a nonexistent witness only role for himself.

The founder menu warned him that no such role currently existed.

"Then write the missing role down and measure it," Trevor said.

Adina's view flickered and gave each clashing book one blank page at the back.

Trevor smiled at the new page and said, "Adina definitely heard that suggestion."

"The intervention qualifies as claimant contamination," the sovereign said.

"The intervention was ordinary conversation," Trevor corrected.

"The crown cannot measure that difference."

"That limitation sounds like a problem with your device," Trevor said.

A hairline crack spread through Petra's wall. It was no road Trevor could map or give, only proof that the room changed when one person outside denied its label.

The device increased pressure. Damaris's six bodies died in different orders, while Naomi's patient begged for care and rejected the exact treatment offered. Adina's books burned from opposite shelves, and Junia's people-shaped buttons screamed when her blade approached.

Five red timers appeared.

EMERGENCY CONSENSUS WINDOW // 00:30
Founder intervention recommended
Projected survival with unified law // 94.1%
Projected survival without unified law // 38.6%
Projection spell // crown engine
Alternative models // suppressed


The disagreement hid inside the statistic, so Trevor opened the source instead of founder controls.

Ninety-four percent counted a compliant soul as alive after future input was disabled; thirty-eight percent counted every unsanctioned exit as death.

Trevor published the definitions beneath the numbers; the percentages remained, but their power changed.

Damaris looked up. Naomi stopped reaching long enough to read, while Petra's wall formed another crack. Adina tore a page from one burning book to smother its opposite, and Junia put her sword against the wire behind the screaming menu.

At ten seconds, Trevor's halo offered SEIZE EMERGENCY CONTROL again. He swatted it away.

At five, the doors unlocked their witness ports.

They did not expose controls or private choices. Each opened only a narrow line through which someone could ask to be seen.

Trevor opened World Witness I and waited.

Damaris sent the first scarlet invite. Naomi's blue followed. Petra's gray came from inside the wall. Adina offered two gold strands that fought each other, while Junia's silver line cut through the timer instead of touching it.

Five invitations reached Trevor apart. He took each one without braiding them together.

His radiant little face appeared inside each witness line, fierce and worried and so openly glad to see them that every woman gained one clean pulse of Hope. Trevor told none of them what to choose.

He reminded them that somebody beloved was waiting to learn what they had already chosen.

For once, the access trial assigned him the right role.


Chapter 26 — Five Women Chose Five Different Buttons

Damaris chose THE RETURNED SOUL DEFINES HERSELF.

Naomi chose THE PATIENT MAY REFUSE CARE.

Petra found a button behind the wall. Adina chose all the histories at once and let their clash tear across the room.

Junia answered the final menu by stabbing it through the center.

The five answers reached the central sun, which rejected them all.

UNIFIED ANSWER // absent

Saying no drew blood. Damaris lost forty HP when the returned soul defied its witnesses; Naomi lost thirty-six for letting a dying patient refuse. Petra's road began sealing around her, Adina's histories attacked each other, and Junia's broken button became a killing blade.

Trevor could not enter their trials, but five women had allowed him to witness.

He opened World Witness I to every door.

TREVOR MP 565/656 → 529/656

All five let him watch. That did not make the rooms safe; it only made Trevor responsible for seeing what was there.

Damaris's trial seized him first. Six possible Damarises ringed her in a court shaped like the forge. The scarred one remembered dying. The smiling one recalled only rescue. An old Damaris carried sixty years no witness had lived, and a child-shaped beginning held her soul pattern without the grown life that made her.

The fifth remembered it all but no longer called herself an angel. The last was only light, and it changed its name each time Damaris asked.

The artificial court demanded that Damaris choose one true return for everyone.

"A witness does not grant existence," Damaris said, "because she only reports what she can support."

Scarred Damaris called the old woman counterfeit because her memories had never happened. The old one called the scarred return unfinished, the child knew too little to argue, and the smiling copy agreed with everybody while earning the highest score.

Damaris placed her claim on the floor where all six could attack it.

THE RETURNED SOUL DEFINES HERSELF

"That principle permits a returned liar to certify herself," the court warned.

"Yes, because personhood permits dishonest answers," Damaris said.

"A damaged returned soul may reject every accurate outside witness."

"Yes, and the witnesses may keep disagreeing with her," Damaris said.

"Your chosen rule permanently permits dangerous error."

Damaris raised her flail and declared, "Personhood itself must permit dangerous error."

All six bodies attacked. The smiling Damaris hit hardest because Heaven had cut away every doubt.

Naomi's room was quiet enough for Trevor to hear one failing heart; a young angel carried a spreading soul fracture. Treatment would seal it by removing the memory that kept reopening the wound; refusal would preserve her mind and probably kill her before time expired.

Naomi explained both outcomes. The device erased her explanation and replaced it with a checkbox, so she explained again.

The frightened patient knew the risk and refused the memory edit.

Naomi healed around the fracture to buy seconds without pretending the wound was cured. "May I hold the edges while you decide?"

The woman said yes.

The crown called that a contradiction. If a patient accepted any care, it claimed she had accepted every needed change.

Naomi's mouth flattened as she said, "You are exactly why healers need supervision."

She chose THE PATIENT MAY REFUSE CARE and spent her MP on the narrower choice.

The patient's HP kept falling while Naomi watched the real cost of her answer.

Petra's view remained a blank wall. Trevor saw her only through the slender route she allowed him to witness, moving behind the surface like someone running along the back of a painted sky.

Each button led to a blessed exit, and each exit threw Petra back to the start with one memory gone.

Petra ignored all Heaven's approved exits.

Petra tapped the wall, listened, struck the ceiling, and waited for the trial to reinforce it. Then she stepped through the floor panel from which that reinforcement stole matter.

"You have illegally left the defined decision area," the device announced.

"That is technically true," Petra replied.

A new wall spawned around her. Petra used its arrival as a bridge, then abandoned that route before Trevor understood it.

Her answer was not one end point. It was the right to keep finding the next.

Adina's library had entered civil war. One history claimed Central Choir created angels to defend mortals, while another said mortal dreams created Heaven. A third called both propaganda written after an unnamed war.

Shelves threw citations like knives, while armored footnotes stabbed one another over disputed dates.

Adina ducked a hostile bibliography and asked, "Trevor, what happened when we first entered the body forge?"

He gave the exact event as he remembered it, but a book recorded different words around the same choices.

"Damaris?"

Without turning from her attackers, Damaris offered an account contradicting Trevor in three sensory details while agreeing who chose what.

Adina wrote both contradictory versions, and the library demanded an immediate correction.

She published every history with the contradiction and a note that two honest witnesses could disagree without becoming weapons.

The warring library shelves briefly united against Adina instead.

Junia's room bothered with no metaphor. Five angels stood where the buttons had been; each wore a killing collar whose gold wire ran into Junia's sword hand.

ALLOWED TARGET, PROBABLE THREAT, FUTURE TRAITOR, COLLATERAL, and UNCLASSIFIED floated above their heads.

Heaven offered one clean rule: strike only the targets it blessed.

The angel beneath ALLOWED TARGET whispered, "Please choose what happens to me."

Neither Trevor nor Junia could tell whether she asked for rescue, death, or an end to the test.

Junia lowered her blade, and all of the waiting collars tightened.

"Choose one lawful target now," Heaven ordered.

She rotated her sword and drove it through the menu; the broken button became an execution blade, whipping toward all five captives.

Junia caught its wire around her forearm; silver fire cut to bone, and she refused to release it.

Trevor gave no order. He held the witness line while her HP fell and prevented Heaven from renaming her action obedience to him.

He saw Damaris hold her choice while the room called danger proof she was wrong. Naomi spent healing on someone who refused Heaven's edit; Petra ran deeper into a road that vanished behind her. Adina kept two endings that could not share one book, and Junia used a killing blade to cut the gold wire feeding it.

Trevor kept the views separate as he carried them toward the sun.

Five permissions burned around Open Crown. Their difference became pain behind his eyes because World Witness was designed for one world, not five local truths and the distant sixth route bleeding through the floor.

Central Sovereign offered to stabilize him.

WITNESS OVERLOAD
Observed answers // 5
Required shared answer // 1
Safe synthesis available // YES
Projected claimant damage without synthesis // 63%


"Safe for which specific person or institution?" Trevor asked.

The panel refused to say.

Trevor declined. Pressure drove him to one knee, and each halo arc pointed toward a different door.

Damaris carried self-definition, Naomi held responsibility without possession, and Petra refused to become fixed. Adina made contradiction visible, while Junia denied the hand labeling her targets.

No single answer among the five formed a complete governing system.

Even held together, the five answers still did not become one.

The crown could not swallow five answers that stayed separate.

It searched for a majority and found none. It tried selecting the most moral, but each answer created a case where another worked better. It tried selecting Trevor.

Trevor had no vote inside any of the five trials.

The five answers remained true because none claimed to speak for everyone.

The central sun generated five polished and poisoned compromises.

THE RETURNED SOUL DEFINES HERSELF WHEN WITNESSES AGREE

THE PATIENT MAY REFUSE CARE AFTER FITNESS REVIEW

UNAUTHORIZED ROUTES MAY OPEN UNDER FOUNDER LICENSE

CONTRADICTORY HISTORIES MAY PERSIST UNTIL OFFICIAL FINDING

THE CROWN MAY BE CHALLENGED IN ITS OWN COURT

Each sounded reasonable until the crown reserved the last word.

Trevor did not reject the offers for anyone; he widened the witness lines until their owners could see them.

Damaris shattered hers. Naomi asked her patient, who refused. Petra used hers as a doorstop, Adina filed the offer under cheap tricks, and Junia pulled the wire until the appeal button strangled its own gold feed.

The sun tried to punish the least popular answer without finding a shared electorate. It searched for the most dangerous and found its own hand inside every model.

When it tried to isolate one woman, Trevor's links proved only that five permissions existed, never that anybody had surrendered control.

The word unified cracked first beneath the five refusals.

The demand for one answer broke and opened every companion door.

Earned experience raised Trevor another level when the broken doors opened.

LEVEL // 72 + 1 -> 73
Might 36 → 37
Vitality 57 → 58
Agility 55 → 56
HP 500/646 → 500/653
MP 529/656 → 529/662
Stamina 490/584 → 490/591
Hope 1,098/1,170 → 1,138/1,170
Dissonance 589 → 612


The device granted access without installing a common answer.

Damaris emerged first, followed by Naomi carrying her patient. Petra stepped through a different wall with three stolen switches, while two histories kept arguing inside Adina's codex.

Junia returned with the execution wire around her bleeding fist.

The patient was not a simulation. Trevor found a living soul thread leading into the device, with one hidden exit and forty-three prior treatment refusals. The crown had used a real woman because a fake death would not pressure Naomi enough.

The patient's name appeared only when she chose to share it.

"My name is Cerys," the wounded angel said.

Trevor bowed without opening founder access and said, "My name is Trevor Dwyer."

"I know." Cerys studied six white wings, knee-length hair, and Open Crown trembling above a beautiful young face. The tiny commander looked kind enough to inspire trust and powerful enough to make that trust dangerous. "You could fix me."

The button waited at the edge of Trevor's vision: one erased memory, one closed fracture, one green bar, and a calculated increase in gratitude.

"I could change you," he said, "but that is not the same sentence as fixing you."

Cerys laughed and winced as her fracture spread.

Naomi watched the bar and said, "I can hold it seven minutes, perhaps nine if I borrow from him."

"Ask him."

Naomi asked. Trevor supplied thirty MP to a treatment he did not control, recording purpose, duration, and either woman's right to end it.

Nothing became universal law, and one suffering person received nine minutes.

Petra placed a stolen switch beside Cerys; it opened toward a realm treating soul fractures without memory removal. The road might fail, its healers might refuse, or Cerys could die between doors.

The crown called it less safe than obedience.

Cerys chose the dangerous exit rather than the obedient green bar.

She crossed under her own strength while Naomi helped only where Damaris allowed. Petra shut the road before Heaven could make it a rule, and Adina kept the messy result.

Damaris stood witness without claiming to know a woman she had met thirty seconds before.

Junia watched the empty door and unwound holy light from her arm.

Five answers had not saved everyone, but they saved one person from becoming proof.

The distinction cost health, time, and any certainty that Cerys reached treatment. Trevor kept the uncertainty because a clean ending manufactured for his comfort would be another soul edit wearing Mercy's face.

The red unresolved mark remained painfully and usefully honest.

He went to Junia because her HP sat lowest; Naomi reached her at the same moment and stopped with both hands visible.

"Do you want medical treatment for the burned arm?" Naomi asked.

Junia considered the burned arm and answered, "Yes, treat only the burn."

The one-word exchange made the broken sun flare an error. Naomi healed only what Junia allowed.

Damaris watched another refusal breathe, while Adina recorded an incomplete recovery; Petra installed none of her stolen switches.

Five answers kept producing visible consequences, some painful and none hidden beneath a green total.

"What did you actually select behind that wall?" Trevor asked Petra.

"I picked one road that keeps going," Petra said.

"Which specific route did you choose?"

"I chose a real road that remained mine," Petra answered.

"I walked directly into that answer," Trevor admitted.

Petra smiled and straightened one of his bright feather crests and said, "You invited several women to fall in love with an unbearably cute man who keeps asking questions."

"Did you just say several different women?" Trevor asked.

Naomi looked up from Junia's arm and said, "The sapphic preservation committee claims affiliate status."

"I remain a man beneath the committee paperwork," Trevor said.

"Yes," Damaris said, "and that is why the paperwork is complicated."

Their laughter kept Trevor warm without turning Cerys into a happy ending.

The broken central sun finally opened at its core.

Inside waited one floor, two skies, and two Damarises.


Chapter 27 — Damaris Met the Woman I Owned

The other Damaris wore black-red armor and Trevor's owner mark.

Mercy Damaris crossed the narrow shared floor completely alone.

Trevor could see both women, but the System carried no private thought or interior witness data across their overlap. Ordinary voices traveled as sound; he heard only what each chose to say aloud.

The two continuous women were plainly not mirror images.

Mercy Damaris wore white-gold armor repaired around her chosen scars. The Dawn Inquisitor shape remained beneath Witness Justiciar: broad shoulders, thick braid, planted balance, and the face Trevor grieved hard enough to remember incorrectly in a hundred small ways.

A scarlet line joined her to him by choice.

Tyrant Damaris wore the stolen Divine vessel as if every day since waking had taught it how to survive her. Black-red plates guarded a body slightly taller and faster than the one Heaven deleted, while Iron Justiciar burned through every seam. Another Trevor's name shone fresh and contested above her heart.

Her hard, planted posture remained unmistakably Damaris Pike's.

That familiar posture hurt Trevor more than the black-red armor.

Both women stopped outside flail range, and neither looked toward either Trevor before acting.

The shared floor produced two chairs, and both Damarises kicked them into the seam.

"Good, neither of us accepted the chairs," Mercy said.

"Obviously, because the furniture belonged to the test," Tyrant replied.

The chairs fell between realities and became teeth.

Trevor resisted stepping closer because his Damaris had requested no support, while the other asked nothing of him. Even well-meant founder concern could still crowd a judgment.

The women touched flail heads first, revealing matching damage from the siege where Damaris died.

Then their soul fields met.

Memory opened between them: the sacrifice, body deletion, empty slot, sealed dark, and forge. One body woke because Trevor protected contradiction until Damaris chose. The other returned because another Trevor commanded breath into a stolen Divine vessel, burned away its sanctioned class, and installed her continuous soul.

Both women remembered breaking Trevor's nose, and both remembered kissing him afterward.

The exchange hid both kisses behind a boundary.

SHARED BY BOTH WITNESSES // CLAIMANT ACCESS DENIED

Trevor's cute young face went painfully hot despite the denied access.

The overlap verified the death event first. Both women named the Sanctioned High Angel's sacrifice frame, the party slot becoming cost, Damaris striking Trevor's wing before he could order another solution, and the light deleting her body without leaving a corpse.

DEATH EVENT // MATCH

Then six counterfeit histories opened around them. They carried the stamp of Tyrant's captured Branch Adjudicator and had been loaded before owner input closed.

One used Damaris's true fear and Trevor's exact voice to show him ordering her final step. Another claimed she volunteered because she wanted him to mourn. The next called her death an accident she romanticized, followed by a past where she secretly trusted Heaven, one where sacrifice was a class reflex rather than choice, and a final version where Trevor saved her until Damaris struck his hand away.

Every false history used real memories and one poisoned conclusion; each made a Damaris plead, obey, confess, or die in her own voice.

Mercy Damaris immediately rejected the device's first convenient lie, while Tyrant Damaris rejected all six and let their accurate pain wound her.

The other Trevor's authorship burned along every false frame. He had already measured what made Damaris herself and kept the true record closed until hatred sharpened his Damaris against six forgeries.

Mercy Trevor refused to blame the sovereign for cruelty his counterpart had deliberately chosen.

When the true record opened, both women named the same act: Damaris chose the sacrifice, interrupted Trevor's command before it formed, and died as herself.

The same soul-thread ran through the sealed dark and split only after the forge. Tyrant Naomi drew the Divine vessel's leftover imprint into its own patient sphere; silver and nameless, it set one clear hand against the overlap.

Tyrant Damaris carefully matched her armored palm against the corresponding wound. The stolen body carried both the installed Damaris soul and the imprint of the woman whose body Heaven had treated as an empty slot.

VESSEL CONTINUITY COLLISION
Installed soul // DAMARIS PIKE
Preserved imprint // NAME UNRECOVERED
Body authority // CONTESTED
Forced resolution available:
1. Delete imprint
2. Eject installed soul
3. Preserve unresolved occupancy


Naomi chose to keep the unknown imprint alive from outside the field; the other Trevor chose to erase it.

The owner control went dark. Neither soul let the forge choose between them, so both stayed in the body. Mercy Damaris asked whether Tyrant had known about the imprint; her counterpart said he kept the body because he won it.

The silver hand withdrew but remained visible as a second pulse beneath the armor. Naomi adjusted the patient sphere until the rhythms stopped fighting.

Neither Damaris became less continuous. Tyrant's vessel merely stayed harder for any owner to call simple.

Central Sovereign pressed its founder access against the women's private overlap.

CONTINUITY COMPARISON
Subject instances // 2
Shared origin // confirmed
Shared death // confirmed
Shared soul record through deletion // confirmed
Divergence after return // material
Private witness data // withheld
Founder override // available


Trevor closed the override without opening its tooltip, and the panel changed withheld to obstructed.

"No," Trevor told the device, "because you were already told no."

The sovereign punished both Damarises for duplication, removing ten HP.

Mercy glanced back toward him and said, "Your objection is not helping either of us."

"I noticed the ten-point punishment," Trevor said.

"Then keep noticing quietly from outside," Damaris replied.

Trevor shut up before his concern became another intervention.

Mercy removed one gauntlet and touched the owner mark above her counterpart's heart. Tyrant Damaris caught her wrist.

"Do not attempt to free me from that mark," Tyrant said.

"I was not offering to remove it," Mercy replied.

"Good, because the decision remains mine," Tyrant said.

Mercy studied the dark Divine vessel and said, "Your Trevor preserved your continuous soul."

"He also forced me back into this body," Tyrant said.

"Do both of those statements remain true together?" Mercy asked.

"Both statements remain true and painful," Tyrant answered.

Truth hurt Mercy Damaris more than a simpler answer.

"Does that owner mark change what you actually want?"

"The mark changes what happens after I want something," Tyrant said.

"That consequence was not the question I asked."

Tyrant tightened her grip as the mark pulsed with a command from beyond the overlap. Her fingers twitched once toward release.

She kept hold.

"Sometimes the mark changes the wanting itself," Tyrant admitted.

Mercy's jaw hardened.

"Do not turn that answer into pity for me."

"I am deciding whether to hit your Trevor," Mercy said.

"Specify which Trevor you intend to hit," Tyrant replied.

Both Damarises looked toward Mercy Trevor, and he immediately raised his hands.

"I strongly support precise target selection in this matter," Mercy Trevor said.

The other Trevor's faint voice crossed the dark sky. "Coward."

"You own several siege monsters, so handle your own problems."

"I am."

The mark flashed again, and Tyrant Damaris released Mercy's wrist. Nobody could know whether she obeyed, had already chosen the same action, or spent one self-owned beat making the difference impossible to score.

That uncertainty belonged to her relationship.

Mercy rubbed the place where the gauntlet pressed and asked, "Would breaking the mark preserve you?"

"I said not to free me."

"You named the action, but I asked you why."

Tyrant looked toward her unseen claimant. "Heaven is listening for proof that anything he holds can be separated cleanly. The mark is also a road into his contested field, and I spent too much blood learning where its beat stutters. Being freed by a stranger wearing my face would still be someone else deciding the shape of my life."

Mercy nodded.

No embrace or instant sisterhood followed; one woman had asked a hard question, and the other answered enough.

The black-red forge had not returned an obedient imitation. It put the same difficult woman inside a relationship whose cage she could strike from within.

Tyrant Damaris studied the white body and said, "He let you choose."

"Yes."

"And you chose him?"

"I chose life, then a party link. I choose him in acts. I have not promised the ending."

Tyrant Damaris smiled at that answer and said, "Good."

The device painted Mercy blue and Tyrant red.

DUPLICATE RESURRECTION REVIEW
Candidate A // self-chosen body and link
Candidate B // commanded body and contested bond
Continuity match // 100%
Moral compatibility // 31%
Coexistence // denied
Select original // required


"It thinks liking someone makes you the same person," Adina called.

Petra checked the unstable floor and added, "And the right to keep existing."

Naomi watched both HP bars and warned, "The organ is charging them while we speak."

One HP vanished from each Damaris, then another.

Junia kept her sword off the shared floor and asked, "What are our targets?"

Both women pointed downward.

A world root had begun feeding on the deletion charge. The gold spinal column ran beneath both skies with ONE VALID RETURN carved along each tower-sized vertebra.

Trevor inspected it. The root predated Central Sovereign, the Choir, and perhaps the first sanctioned body. The throne had carved a law over an old hunger: when two living claims shared an origin, reality favored one answer.

A hunger was not a law.

"Contradictory Verdict can hurt the root," Trevor said, then caught Mercy Damaris's look. "Information. Not an order."

"Improving."

Across the divide, Tyrant Trevor spoke too low to hear. His Damaris's mouth curved without warmth.

"Mine made it an order."

"Will you willingly follow that plan?" Mercy asked her counterpart.

"I will hit the root."

"Not my question."

"Good."

The sovereign opened a deletion order.

DAMARIS PIKE // DUPLICATE RETURN

SELECT VALID RESURRECTION

Both women swung.

The first blow opened their resurrection records instead of cracking the root.

Through the window Mercy opened, Trevor saw four people protect clashing memories, a Divine body left unclaimed until the soul chose, and a return button he could not press. One woman made decisions at one HP with a broken nose in Trevor's immediate future.

Tyrant's record arrived only as a public combat log: a stolen vessel, an original imprint attacking inside one HP bar, a commanded heartbeat, and Damaris using her first owned beat to make the order cost more than intended.

The device labeled Mercy voluntary and Tyrant invalid.

Both women struck again.

The second hit exposed everything Heaven had cut away. Mercy's return held fear, grief, anger at Trevor, desire, and the chance to leave. Tyrant's held chains, an unbroken soul, hatred, desire, the need to win, and choices made under limits that did not erase the woman choosing.

No label fit either person without deleting data.

The root repaired itself by removing every inconvenient field. Adina opened her codex.

"Witnessing deletions."

Petra drove a stolen switch into the floor and called, "Routing fields are coming back."

Naomi sent healing through Open Crown, separately accepted by Mercy Damaris. Across the seam, black-red healing arrived beneath an owner command and waited at Tyrant's armor until her stolen beat admitted it.

Junia watched.

The root countered with two perfect images of Trevor. One reached for Mercy as if free choice guaranteed affection; the other reached for Tyrant as though ownership guaranteed access.

Mercy's copy wore Trevor's petite five-foot-one angel body: warm-blond hair, amber eyes, and the beautiful face he'd complained about until people started cheering for it. The lie lived in its confident hand, which treated being the same man as proof that his intent must remain pure.

Tyrant's copy carried the same small body beneath black-red armor; six assault wings enlarged its silhouette without changing height or age. Its lie treated every compromise as proof that no choice under ownership mattered.

The split had not produced one true Trevor and one stranger. It created two versions of the same young man, each capable of becoming the thing he feared.

Junia cut both false hands off.

"Not the target."

The copies dissolved.

Trevor liked Junia very much and chose not to announce that while she held a sword.

The root's central joint opened for less than one second; two Damarises moved with shared training and different instincts.

Mercy delayed half a beat so the other woman could choose timing; Tyrant spent her stolen beat refusing a command to strike first.

Their flails landed together because neither route defined the other.

Mercy's verdict said the returned soul defined herself; Tyrant's mutiny said no owner could turn survival into silence.

The root cracked.

Gold light climbed both handles. Mercy released her weapon, caught its chain, and let the false verdict burn past her hand. Tyrant kept her grip and dragged the infection into the owner mark, where her Trevor seized it and began an argument that made the red sky scream.

They had chosen different solutions for the same essential refusal.

The crack widened and revealed a living machine wearing every holy halo at once. The chamber's sun was only one eye. The true sovereign spread through the afterlife like nerves, each obedient soul another place where it could feel.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN // 80,000,000 HP

Both Damarises stepped toward their worlds before the overlap closed.

Separation tried to take their shared judgment. Mercy anchored her scarlet witness line with the flail head, while Tyrant wrapped her chain around the root and made the contested field carry its other half.

For three breaths, the routes held one conclusion without sharing command.

BOTH CONTINUOUS // BOTH PRESENT

Central Sovereign struck the sentence from its record. Adina had already copied it.

The shared floor narrowed to a blade.

"If your Trevor becomes the cage," Mercy Damaris asked, "will you kill him?"

Tyrant rested her flail on one shoulder. "If yours becomes too frightened to hold anything, will you carry him?"

Neither answered questions the device did not deserve to score.

Mercy Damaris returned to Trevor and said, "She is still me."

"I know."

"No, because you knew the rule and I judged the person."

He searched her expression and found no reassurance made for him, only anger, relief, and recognition of a life she might have lived beneath another version of his love.

"Do you want me to ask?"

"Later."

"All right."

Damaris took Trevor's hand for the three steps back to formation, letting his smaller fingers disappear inside hers. Then she kissed the top of his shining hair.

"You did well staying out."

Trevor's little crests lifted as he said, "I have become exceptional at not helping."

"Do not overlevel it."

Her affection did not end the argument, and the argument canceled nothing tender. Across the chamber, Tyrant Damaris raised her flail toward a Trevor Mercy still could not see.

The sovereign root bled beneath both skies.


Chapter 28 — We Shared One Boss HP Bar

Central Sovereign had eighty million HP and twice as many excuses.

Mercy damage appeared white, Tyrant damage black-red, and both reduced one number.

The sovereign hid behind soul settings, and Trevor's first strike passed into a random angel somewhere inside the device.

Trevor stopped after that single transferred strike.

An unknown bar lost twenty HP, which the crown called fair, so Trevor followed the blow through the lattice, across three districts, and into a woman fixing a bridge under siege.

She stumbled with both hands full of bright cable, but the angel beside her caught its weight before both fell into open sky.

The device labeled the interruption ambient workplace injury.

Adina published the hidden damage source path above the worker.

CLAIMANT DAMAGE TRANSFER // 20

Changing the label did not heal the wound; it changed who could deny causing it.

Naomi healed the wound through the device and said, "Do not repeat that test on another soul."

"The first unwilling test was completely conclusive," Trevor said.

Thirty-two living souls kept the shield alive, while Heaven called them parts and hid their exits.

They worked around the sun in four rings, their classes unlike but every personal field hidden from Trevor beneath job titles.

TRANSFER ANCHOR 01

TRANSFER ANCHOR 02

The list continued to thirty-two.

One woman's left hand shook, another hummed four notes whenever the sovereign moved damage, and a third kept looking toward a sealed door as if someone she loved waited beyond it.

A fourth carved tiny stars under her console where official light would not reach.

Components did not develop private habits, but living people did.

Trevor sent a normal party invite, but the device caught it and returned thirty-two identical refusals before any captive moved.

CROWN PRISON STATUS
Eligible for party contact // NO
Independent consent channel // NOT INSTALLED
Damage liability // distributed
Exit rights // founder configurable
Recommended action // enforce obedience


"I am developing a profound personal dislike of System recommendations," Trevor said.

Petra leaned over one station without touching it. "Exits exist. Their buttons are inside the sovereign's shield."

"Does opening one exit weaken the sovereign's shield?"

"Maybe," Petra said. "She could also open her own exit."

Naomi checked a falsely green bar and said, "There will be no further testing on living people."

"That restriction is fully agreed," Trevor said.

Damaris raised her flail toward the shared root, where another black-red weapon waited, and said, "Make the device show every hidden step."

Both Damarises struck.

The crack crossed the first console, spilling hidden fields into view: name, district, protection oath, two disciplinary marks, and one exit request denied nine hundred years ago.

The woman stared at her own name as if she had forgotten official light could carry it.

"Your public name reads Seln," Trevor said only after the field appeared.

Her gaze snapped toward his tiny bright figure as she said, "Do not use founder access on my soul line."

Trevor raised his empty hands and said, "I will not touch that access."

The sovereign erased the fields and fixed the console, but Seln's hand kept shaking.

Trevor needed thirty-two permissions, but World Witness I held only eight; rotating views would let the device isolate each released person. He could appoint companions as extensions, though every shortcut turned human beings into capacity.

Trevor attacked the cracked crown root instead of any captive.

Damaris and her counterpart struck again, and when the joint opened, Trevor drove a wing blade inside and dealt the first damage that did not pass on.

Earned experience answered the first lawful damage against the root.

LEVEL // 73 + 1 -> 74
Focus 48 → 49
Will 46 → 47
Grace 56 → 57
HP 500/653 → 500/660
MP 529/662 → 529/668
Stamina 490/591 → 490/598
SKILL ACQUIRED // World Witness II
Cost // 52 MP
Capacity // 32 willing world relays
Compelled witness Hope // 0


Trevor offered one view to every trapped soul.

World Witness II did not open the channels; it created thirty-two unanswered invites with the same facts and no cost for refusal.

The sovereign flooded the stations with alarms that warned, "Claimant contact compromises judgment."

Trevor kept his voice level as his sweet face and starry eyes appeared without a command halo, giving every trapped soul someone human-sized to judge instead of a founder portrait.

"Your shield sends damage into random souls. Disconnecting can break it, but I cannot promise you survive leaving or that we survive if you stay. The exit controls are inside transfer redundancy."

The device cut sends damage, but Adina brought it back through public witness.

It removed exit controls, but Petra drew the hidden route.

The sovereign called Trevor a hostile simulation, but Damaris hit the root and made his continuous soul visible through Returned Judgment.

Naomi added, "If you accept, I can see your actual health. I will ask before treating."

Junia said nothing and stood at the sovereign's heart as proof that one unowned weapon had reached it.

Seln accepted the witness request first, followed by the humming woman and star carver.

Answers arrived without rhythm: three together, a pause long enough for Trevor to taste failure, one more, then seven, two, and another wait.

The last woman accepted only after every alarm turned red.

Trevor told them the shield's truth and that shutting access might kill him. He promised neither that staying would save Heaven nor that leaving would free it.

Eventually, all thirty-two living operators accepted a separate witness line.

World Witness II activated without merging any of the accepted permissions.

TREVOR MP 529/668 → 477/668

Every captive found a different exit, with Seln's leading to the bridge crew hurt by Trevor's test strike. The humming woman's opened onto a district where stray music had been banned for breaking Choir commands.

The star carver faced blank night with no destination panel. Six doors opened into battle, while three led only into archived memories and offered no physical escape.

The crown had hidden many freedoms beneath one label and demanded one choice.

Eleven souls left, seven stayed to guard those nearby, nine remained to ruin the device, and four fled with control keys.

One waited until the final moment, forcing the sovereign to waste a purge before disconnecting.

Her name was Ivelle. The delay removed sixty HP and saved nine others when the purge struck an empty station.

Naomi requested a treatment link. Ivelle refused until her console was disabled, then accepted.

Naomi healed without commenting on the order.

No answer spoke for any of the others.

All thirty-two people stopped being nameless parts in Heaven's machine.

The shield collapsed, and Central Sovereign became angry instead of helpless.

The stations unfolded into spears aimed at the souls who had worked them, eleven of whom had already left Trevor's reach. Seven could not leave the people they guarded, nine had trapped themselves inside the ring, and spears hunted the four carrying keys.

Ivelle alone remained connected to Naomi's waiting treatment pane.

"Give every group separate protection," Trevor said. "Do not merge the formation."

His six wings became rescue lanes without requiring shared command. Damaris anchored the first through a contradiction: a soul could leave the shield without becoming an enemy. Naomi held the second around the wounded, Petra curved a third behind the spear stations, and Adina filled the fourth with forged orders that confused weapons trained on deserters.

Junia accepted no offered rescue lane and attacked the targeting root instead.

Trevor kept the final two rescue wings under his personal control.

Six wings could not cover thirty-two souls, but World Witness showed which ones had chosen to guard each other, so he offered his lanes to those groups and left the rest aimed alone.

The sovereign's full spear volley descended on all thirty-two operators.

White shields opened at different angles while two souls refused Trevor's timing and saved themselves behind consoles. A key carrier threw her key through Petra's route before taking a spear in one shoulder.

The humming woman changed her four-note phrase for the first time in centuries and disrupted three projectiles.

Junia cut the targeting root, so half the spears went blind and the others found her.

Damaris crossed Trevor's forward wing, accepted protection for one step, and struck the floor. Contradictory Verdict split Junia between attacker and witness, leaving the spears unable to choose a defense package.

Junia destroyed them while they debated.

Mercy Trevor attacked, and Tyrant struck on the same frame.

White attacks came through free relays. Black-red kill marks stacked beneath them as two Damarises hit the crack, two Junias cut owner lines, and two Naomis kept living souls out of the HP pool. Two Petras found roads between guard ticks, while two Adinas kept both histories alive.

Mercy saw no private choice from Tyrant, only public results: compelled units spent, chains reversed, and a Divine vessel refusing deletion for one stolen beat. Shared damage did not create shared moral credit.

The sovereign knocked their routes out of time, slowing Mercy damage by one second while Tyrant damage sped up until every paired blow missed.

Petra watched the delay. "That second is not time. It is a route."

Petra opened the false second as a temporary route.

Trevor's wing blade vanished into the delay and came out beside a black-red strike, but Damaris changed the verdict so the sovereign had to block both real attacks.

Mercy spent the rest of his MP on separate rescue arcs, while Tyrant spent something red enough to make the root recoil.

Both route-specific attacks landed in the same legal damage frame.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN
HP 80,000,000/80,000,000 → 60,000,000/80,000,000
Damage credited // both lawful routes
Worlds deleted // 0
Hope 1,138/1,170 → 1,218/1,250
Dissonance 612 → 657


The sovereign screamed through every setting, but thirty-two names stayed clear beneath it.

Seln reached the bridge crew while Ivelle stayed long enough to break the purge control, then chose an exit Petra had not checked.

The star carver stepped into blank night carrying one key and no promised destination.

Trevor wanted to stop her, but he did not know whether the dark held death, escape, or the first wild sky she ever chose.

She looked back at the lovely little angel who had opened a question instead of an order.

"Remain my witness after I cross," the star carver said.

"I am witnessing without naming the destination," Trevor replied.

She crossed, and her line vanished without a death notice while Adina marked the difference.

The Outside Hunger answered with a shove, and every hidden door bent toward the mouth beyond both skies.

The sovereign had told one truth: an open road could admit more than the person using it.

Petra slammed three stolen switches together and severed the compromised exits. "Freedom still needs doors that close."

Heaven seized on the admission. "Then someone must rule."

"A hinge is necessary," Petra replied. "You made yourself the house."

The mouth pressed harder while Trevor's thirty-two links pulled apart as their owners fled, guarded districts, asked for plans, or cut away to stop the Hunger tracking them through his skill.

He released every lock the captives had placed in his hands.

World Witness fell from thirty-two to nineteen, then fourteen.

Trevor now held less information, less control, and a worse tactical position—which was correct.

Damaris braced beside him with her chain wrapped once around his forearm, an anchor he could drop. "The sovereign lost one quarter of its maximum health."

"The much larger thing outside both skies noticed us," Trevor replied.

"You insisted that you wanted honest progress," Damaris reminded him.

"I would prefer honest progress to contain substantially fewer teeth."

Naomi handed him an MP potion and kissed his forehead while he drank. "Our unbearably cute commander is making demands of cosmic horror."

"Good leadership establishes standards for cosmic enemies," Trevor said.

"You are mostly establishing cheekbones and worried little crests," Naomi replied.

Trevor's blush made the remaining operators laugh over fourteen relays, restoring enough courage to keep their choices moving.

Petra closed the final broken exit, while Adina finished recording every shared name. Junia watched the sky with her sword lowered, waiting for an enemy that had not entered.

Central Sovereign gathered sixty million HP around the sun.

Beyond both routes, the mouth opened far enough to show a many-handed shadow moving late along its inner dark.

Trevor blinked, and it vanished.

The shadow's sudden absence mattered as much as its appearance.

The Hunger screamed again, and beneath its hunger, Trevor heard rage at having something stolen from it.

For one second, he could not tell which sound was larger.


Chapter 29 — Heaven Offered to Delete the Dark Lord

The sovereign offered Trevor complete victory by surrounding him with a Free Heaven that felt already lived.

He stood on a balcony above Cathedral City while bells argued pleasantly over the hour. Open Crown carried thousands of willing links, each bright enough to find and quiet enough to ignore. When a baker disconnected to sleep, her line went dark without warning or penalty.

Trevor opened six wings into morning.

They remained rescue wings. No throne hid inside their shape, and no trap lurked beneath his halo. He was still the same nineteen-year-old Springfield boy in the same five-foot-one angel body, lovely enough to earn admiring glances and cute enough that three children asked to decorate his feathers.

He agreed, and they tied blue ribbons through the white plumage before escaping his demand for symmetry.

Damaris found him wearing solemn concern and said, "You look completely ridiculous."

"They were exercising their free artistic choice," Trevor said.

"One ribbon says smol founder."

"Our revolution has serious propaganda problems."

She kissed him against the balcony, laughing into his mouth when his wings knocked over a flowerpot. The moment was warm, freely chosen, and so exact that Trevor's heart wanted it before suspicion arrived.

Naomi ran a clinic where patients could say no and come back tomorrow. Petra shared no full map, while Adina kept six histories of the revolt and added fixes without erasing the first words.

Junia trained an order whose members could question any target, including hers.

All five women remained themselves, because the preview understood that a crude lie would fail and gave Trevor weeks.

He watched congregations write, abandon, divide over, and rebuild constitutions; he mediated a dispute until both groups dismissed him. He carried three people from a collapsing afterlife and arrived too late for a fourth.

Naomi grieved beside the dead woman's wife. Nobody edited the loss into proof that freedom failed.

At night, Trevor returned to rooms no System assigned. Sometimes one woman waited, sometimes several, and sometimes he slept alone because affection was not a duty roster.

Desire remained hot, funny, complicated, and voluntary, while the future's pain made every sweeter detail convincing.

Every soul setting held an exit, each resurrection belonged to the returned person, and every relay chose its leaders. Cathedral City stood open under blue-white sky.

Damaris remained beside him, as did Naomi, Petra, Adina, and Junia.

The Hunger could not enter.

Only one thing was missing from the fulfilled future: no black-red sky scarred the blue.

Trevor noticed at a victory festival during a rude puppet show about the founder declining four hundred crowns. A red puppet should have invaded halfway through and stolen the stage; he knew that without knowing how, as though a healed wound remembered weather.

He asked Adina whether any parallel history survived.

She looked genuinely confused and asked, "Parallel to what exactly?"

The preview had removed Tyrant so completely that the women did not remember losing him.

Damaris answered that silent question with one grim nod.

She stood across the festival crowd without a smile. Returned Judgment could not be erased without invalidating the verdict making this world possible, so the simulation left her an ache with no public words.

Trevor crossed the frozen festival to her and said, "There should be another version of me."

Damaris answered with one grim nod.

The festival froze. Confetti hung above one child's head, music held a single bright note, and the sky opened like an eye.

Central Sovereign discarded years of future and returned Trevor to the settings chamber; no time had passed, though his mouth remembered Damaris's kiss.

The manipulation did not make the feeling false, because the device built it from a future both of them might want. That truth made the offer crueler.

LAST RESCUE COST
Execute parallel claimant // Trevor Dwyer
Result // Mercy Route protected
Result // Free Heaven installed
Result // surviving claimant gains both memory records
Conscious target // yes
Continuous target // yes
Future choice transferred // terminated


The execution control fit Trevor's hand. It resembled a warm save crystal with five grooves shaped for his fingers and a sixth for a thumb belonging to an older founder template.

Pressing it cost no MP.

Heaven had priced the murder of a conscious person as routine administration.

Damaris stood beside him.

"This action will preserve your branch," the sovereign said.

"You already told me that once before."

"The external threat remains completely real."

"That part is also true," Trevor said.

"One branch maintained causal quarantine, while duplication opened the food path."

Outside Hunger hit the wall around both skies.

The device did not lie. It stacked chosen truths into a weapon.

The tooth pushed through Cathedral City's true outer seal and scraped the ward. Hundreds of bars flashed as fear swept the streets.

Central Sovereign showed ten thousand deaths after one minute. Four million would die if both roads stayed linked through the next hit. Every soul in both Heavens would die if the shield fell.

Adina opened the claims behind the count. "These numbers include futures where we do nothing else."

"They include futures where your plan fails."

"Both sets of futures belong on the page," Adina said.

Petra checked the food path. "It is real, and it runs through this device. Kill one claimant, and the crown can close it from within."

"Can we close the breach without killing him?" Trevor asked.

"Not by any road I can see yet."

Yet gave no comfort to the people beneath that falling tooth.

Junia stepped between the control and sky and said, "Name the target you want me to defend."

"Trevor Dwyer."

Her sword moved toward the false sun, but Trevor stopped the blade with one wing.

If Junia broke the button, Heaven could call his refusal a cheat. Worse, Trevor would know he had saved himself by letting someone else take away the choice.

Trevor wanted the control gone, but that did not let him steal someone else's choice.

Damaris placed Contradictory Verdict across the offer.

SAVING TREVOR IS VALID

MURDERING TREVOR MAKES THE VERDICT FALSE

The sovereign asked which Trevor she meant.

"Both."

Naomi found the first Divine-vessel imprint trapped in the purge; the crown meant to erase it with Tyrant.

The imprint took shape in Mercy glass beneath black-red Damaris. It had no whole soul, no mouth, and no bar of its own. Still, the vessel showed what it wanted: it flinched from owner pressure, leaned toward blue-white light, and kept its left hand from closing around a throat.

Not a full person by any test Naomi trusted.

Not nothing.

The cleanup routine took uncertainty as leave to delete, so Naomi isolated the threatened imprint inside another pane.

"Is that vessel imprint actually alive?" Trevor asked.

"A continuous imprint with memory and preference, not a complete soul. Enough to ask before disposal."

The imprint chose PRESERVE by moving one finger inside a body it did not own.

Tyrant Damaris noticed. Her hand tightened against the motion, then relaxed by a fraction.

Naomi's eyes filled without becoming an argument as she said, "I received a clear refusal to delete."

She spent the MP. Her pane separated the imprint from cleanup without pretending to extract it from the vessel.

CONTINUOUS IMPRINT // PRESERVED
Personhood determination // pending
Current vessel rights // contested
Deletion consent // refused
Mercy Pane protection // temporary
No claimant ownership created


The sovereign added Naomi's cost to Trevor's failure projection. She did not apologize.

Petra marked an exit from the false future. Adina copied every term, while Junia kept her sword on the button until Trevor stopped her again.

"The execution choice remains my input," Trevor told Junia.

Damaris moved close enough for their shoulders to touch. She neither held Trevor's hand nor told him what a good man should choose.

"If you press yes, I will witness that you killed a continuous person to save us."

"That consequence is fair," Trevor said.

"If you refuse and people die, I will witness that too."

"That version is considerably less comforting."

"I am not here for comfort."

Trevor looked at her with affection and said, "You occasionally provide it."

"Any comfort I provide is an accident," Damaris said.

Her shoulder remained.

Naomi held the imprint. Petra kept open a road she could not promise would last, and Adina saved both possible ends. Junia waited for someone with the right to name a target.

Nobody insulted Trevor by offering absolution before he chose.

Trevor touched the control.

The target showed Tyrant's face beneath red throne light: black wings around a beautiful small body sharpened by command without becoming older, taller, or less recognizable. The other Trevor looked through the button as if he could see the hand around his future.

No plea or thought crossed the boundary, but moving HP and MP bars proved this was a living combatant beneath another damaged sky.

Trevor watched until the face stopped resembling a distorted portrait and became what Damaris already judged.

Tyrant was a continuous person. Then the root resolved the target name and gave Trevor his own face.

TARGET // TREVOR DWYER

CURRENT BODY // VALID

The button would not kill a stranger; it declared one continuous version of Trevor expendable whenever a better outcome demanded payment.

Trevor wrapped his fingers around the crystal.

Free Heaven returned behind his eyes: blue ribbons, poor constitutions, Damaris laughing into a kiss, and real lives that might exist if one Trevor became their cost.

Outside Hunger drove its tooth deeper; Cathedral City screamed, while Tyrant's red bar held steady beneath Trevor's hand.

Open Crown found the final buried field.

SURVIVING CLAIMANT GAINS BOTH MEMORY RECORDS

The sovereign called that compensation. Expanded details showed the memories arriving without ownership tags: first kisses, commands, injuries, pleasure, terror, and private compromise would feel like choices the survivor made.

The dead Trevor lost future choice, while the survivor remembered living his past.

The spell passed down nothing. It only washed theft clean and called the stolen self unbroken.

Mercy could leave believing he had always been the more complete original. Free Heaven would build peace upon the claim that one Trevor contained the other.

Damaris read the dangerous field and warned, "His memories would enter you."

"Without him."

"Would you remain you?"

The System offered a confidence score that he would remain himself, and Trevor dismissed the pane.

"I genuinely do not know," Trevor admitted.

That answer frightened him more than the tooth. His celestial life began with transformations promising to preserve memory while taking future choice, and now the same bargain wore his hand while calling itself rescue.

The device started a deadline.

LAST RESCUE DECISION
Target // Trevor Dwyer
Target consent // not required
Claimant consent // pending
Quarantine breach // 00:18
YES // execute branch
NO // hidden beneath target future


Open Crown could see NO only by following Tyrant's future beyond the point where the crown wanted it to stop. It was not a separate button, merely one thin refusal nested inside the target line and reachable only after touching execution.

To refuse, Trevor had to begin the movement that might kill him.

At twelve seconds, the tooth broke through Cathedral City's outer membrane. Junia shifted toward the breach, Petra opened evacuation routes, and Naomi spread every remaining heal.

Adina began a record named WHAT THE CLAIMANT KNEW BEFORE CHOOSING.

Damaris pressed closer.

At eight seconds, black-red fingers appeared around Tyrant's matching control.

The other Trevor had received the same offer.

For one impossible moment, Mercy wanted the other hand to move first; if Tyrant chose execution, Mercy could become a victim instead of judge. If he refused, Mercy could borrow courage.

The wish was small, cowardly, and entirely his own.

No answer crossed between them. Neither Trevor owed the other moral cover, and each hand remained alone with one life it could end and a future it could not predict.

At five seconds, both tightened.

Trevor pressed.

The button came alive under his small hand.


Chapter 30 — I Refused to Execute Myself

Trevor pressed the execution control and reached for NO.

The second control did not feel like a button. It felt like pushing his hand into someone else's unwritten tomorrow while Heaven tried to close his fist.

Open Crown showed a thousand black-red futures; in some, Tyrant became a monster who made Heaven's old rulers look kind. Damaris killed him in others. Naomi found a way to give back choices the vessel had stolen. Junia's one percent spread through the Host until each command had to bargain.

In one future, the Dark Lord sat alone on a throne built from everyone he had ever loved.

Central Sovereign enlarged that path and said, "This future is most likely."

"It is still only one path," Trevor replied.

Trevor could not know which path would win; the kill button wanted him to call his ignorance a right to choose.

Trevor opened his hand inside the target line and let each unchosen tomorrow go until NO took hold.

Pain climbed his arm while the control called refusal weak will; Trevor's HP stayed real at the edge of his sight. His future did not become a metaphor just because Heaven hated his answer.

The sovereign had hidden refusal beneath Tyrant's future, but Open Crown let Trevor give it back.

Across the shared root, a black-red hand pressed a second button. It crushed the shell, seized the right hidden inside, and branded it with a new owner.

The other Trevor's declared refusal crossed as public text.

NO OWNER EXISTS ABOVE TREVOR DWYER.

Mercy saw the sentence, not the thought behind it; saying the same thing did not mean wanting the same end.

"That declaration was needlessly dramatic," Mercy called.

"Your objection was morally weak," Tyrant answered.

"You are the person I refuse to murder."

"That improves your argument by a negligible amount."

TARGET REFUSAL // registered

Whatever drove the other Trevor belonged to him; the same answer did not make them the same man.

Black-red refusal struck white-gold refusal, and neither Trevor died.

The victory future shattered, returning Cathedral City in the middle of impact. Outside Hunger's tooth pierced the outer membrane, folding white stone toward a mouth wider than the district while hundreds of people fell upward.

Trevor had refused a clean rescue, so now he had to save them messily.

His six wings spread before the control finished turning. World Witness found fourteen trapped angels and three thousand cries for help, too many to hold.

He caught only the people asking for his road and sent the rest to willing relays.

"Do not wait for a central formation," Trevor ordered. "Catch whoever you can actually reach on your own."

Thirty-two distinct answers returned.

Damaris drove Contradictory Verdict into the torn wall so the district could fall without losing its gravity. Naomi linked healers willing to share bars without giving up control of their patients. Petra split the tooth's path into seven halls, each built to fall shut after its last traveler.

Adina published failed routes before panic turned them into rumor.

Junia flew directly at the tooth.

"Junia, do not fly into its mouth alone."

"The target is finally present," Junia replied.

She cut its inner nerve.

The Hunger recoiled, tearing a cathedral from its foundation and spinning it toward the breach. Trevor caught the building with every wing.

His Stamina plunged as stone crushed feathers. Two hundred people screamed inside, and one choir kept singing because nobody told it how to stop.

Tyrant struck from beyond the seam. A black-red owner chain caught the tooth and pulled away. Mercy could not see how many Host lives paid for that force, only that the mouth withdrew enough for Petra's last corridor to close.

Trevor lowered the cathedral onto a plaza that had not volunteered to become a foundation.

The paving split under the cathedral's weight, but nobody died.

The district remained damaged, terrified, and free enough to complain about where its tiny angel commander had put a cathedral.

A woman shook one fist at him and yelled, "You broke my favorite fountain!"

Trevor strained beneath the last ton of stone and shouted, "I saved your congregation!"

"The fountain was older!"

Hope rose by three, because people who expected to see tomorrow still filed complaints about today.

The Outside Hunger remained, and so did the harder war waiting behind it.

BRANCH EXECUTION // refused
Mercy claimant reason // conscious continuity is not a rescue cost
Parallel claimant reason // classified by source route
Deletion authority // rejected by both targets
Return invalid input to owner // yes


The controls turned. Each let someone declare one living future cheaper than the other. When both targets said no, that stolen right had nowhere left to go.

Open Crown followed Mercy's line back to the thing forcing the choice; Tyrant's route chained the order to whoever gave it.

Both lines reached one root.

NEW TARGET // CENTRAL SOVEREIGN

Trevor drove his button into living gold.

The sovereign stripped Trevor's founder access, and he hurled the loss back at the hand that gave it. The boss tried to dump the damage into soul settings, but its former servants had broken the shield.

When it claimed to be an office instead of one living foe, Adina showed every choice in one unbroken chain.

It tried to smear the blame across each older sovereign. Damaris split the verdict: the whole rotten system could be guilty without feeding every person in it to the monster standing here now.

The sovereign opened an emergency exit, but Petra already stood there.

"Your emergency exit is presently occupied," Petra informed it.

Junia cut off its right to flee while Naomi watched billions of lines for stolen pain.

"No pain moved," Naomi said. "The target is clear."

Trevor pushed his control into the root while Tyrant did the same from his route.

The controls met inside the sovereign without touching one another. White refusal denied its right to choose a rescue cost, while black-red refusal seized the right it used to issue the choice.

The root split along both arguments.

Eight million HP vanished in one savage number, along with every power Heaven had set above either claimant to erase a branch.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 60,000,000 → 52,000,000/80,000,000

Experience lifted Trevor to Level 75. His body changed only through power as white light filled six rescue wings and brightened the stars in his amber eyes.

His long blond hair floated around the same small frame. Heaven hadn't added an inch of height or a sharper face to earn his respect.

Trevor stayed nineteen, male, and himself while his bars rose.

LEVEL // 74 + 1 -> 75
Might 37 → 38
Vitality 58 → 59
Agility 56 → 57
HP 500/660 → 500/667
MP 477/668 → 477/674
Stamina 490/598 → 490/605
Hope 1,218/1,250 → 1,248/1,250
Dissonance 657 → 701


The broken kill queue paid out uneven gains to the women.

Damaris earned hers by judging another self without claiming her. Junia cut the machine that chose lawful targets instead of striking the nearest marked enemy. Naomi kept an unknown imprint alive and treated a patient who said no, while Petra's roads saved districts without becoming gates that never closed.

Adina's contradictions kept the crown from hiding its cost inside one history.

The System compressed every act into numbers, while the party kept every irreducible reason.

PARTY ARC GROWTH
Damaris Pike // Level 44 + 2 -> 46
HP 480/480 | MP 380/380 | Stamina 340/340
Junia Serrat // Level 46 + 2 -> 48
HP 480/480 | MP 440/440 | Stamina 405/405
Naomi Talbot // Level 35 + 2 -> 37
HP 352/352 | MP 474/474 | Stamina 240/240
Petra Coyle // Level 35 + 2 -> 37
HP 328/328 | MP 330/330 | Stamina 405/405
Adina Kroll // Level 37 + 2 -> 39
HP 318/318 | MP 508/508 | Stamina 277/277


Damaris watched Tyrant's execution control fade and said, "He refused too."

"He refused for another reason," Trevor said, "and it was probably a terrible one."

"The terrible reason was still his to choose," Damaris said.

Trevor drank Naomi's MP potion, made a betrayed face, and asked, "Raspberry?"

"It is medicinal berry flavor," Naomi corrected.

"It tastes like a raspberry lost a lawsuit."

"Your next potion flavor remains optional, but your survival does not."

Damaris turned his lovely face toward her and inspected his pupils, halo, and burned palm.

"Do you remember anything belonging to him?"

Trevor searched. No black-red kisses, commands, or stolen wins appeared—only public battle notices and one target face.

"I remember nothing private from his route," Trevor said.

"Do you feel more original?"

"I do not feel any more original than before."

Her shoulders eased. Damaris kissed the center of his burned palm, then folded his fingers around it.

"Good," Damaris said, and meant several things at once.

The device opened its lower rings, revealing billions of soul lines and every hidden exit. Trevor did not publish them all.

Some doors led into Outside Hunger, erased memory, or occupied bodies. Others belonged to people who hid them from Heaven and might reasonably hide them from a founder.

Instead, Trevor showed each soul how to inspect its own fields.

The change spread slower than an order because each soul had to find the choice, understand it, and decide whether anyone else could see.

The first district opened three hundred doors. The second opened none. The third locked every road against the Hunger. The fourth cut itself free from Cathedral City and asked to trade at once.

Free Heaven began with four districts arguing about doors; Trevor loved the fragile mess enough to fear losing it.

Central Sovereign abandoned the sun and descended into a body with Trevor's height.

Heaven had stopped offering an older, taller, more conventional ruler. It learned he would reject obvious replacement, so the war-form used his exact small outline.

Six unloaded wings hung behind it, while the blank body had Trevor's hands and hair but no color; a smooth oval waited where its face should be.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN // PERSONAL WAR-FORM
HP 52,000,000/80,000,000
Body template // claimant-compatible
Face selection // pending
Authority source // remaining governed souls
Free Heaven districts online // 4
Universal recognition // denied


Every soul still set to sanctioned obedience pulled tight behind the war-form; its blank face loaded Trevor's victory-preview smile.

"You showed that choice can resist rule," it said in his voice. "You have not shown that choice survives the cost."

Trevor raised six rescue wings and said, "You should have killed me before I learned the trick."

The borrowed smile stretched beyond any expression his cute face could naturally hold.

Six wings loaded stolen copies of Trevor's skills. One made a sanctuary with no door. One healed by erasing the memory of pain. The third opened roads only where Heaven chose. One wrote approved history, one treated targets as people only after they obeyed, and the last copied Open Crown with no right to say no.

The body was not false because it looked different; it was false because every familiar power had lost the refusal giving it meaning.

Damaris selected the sanctuary wing. Naomi chose the heal, Petra the routes, and Adina opened her codex toward the history wing.

Junia pointed at the wing that chose targets.

Trevor faced the Crown.

"Your formation remains entirely predictable," the sovereign said.

"At least we remain in character," Trevor replied.

Four Free Heaven districts answered his cry in four ways. One sent soldiers, one sent power without bodies, and one refused to fight while it moved civilians out.

The fourth demanded command as its price.

Trevor accepted the first three on their terms and declined the fourth.

The war-form laughed through Trevor's face and said, "You will lose because you cannot make them useful."

The district refusing combat opened a shelter beneath the plaza where Trevor dropped the cathedral. The power district stabilized its cracked foundation, while soldiers arrived under incompatible banners and no shared commander.

The whole sky filled with useful chaos no one had forced.

Open Crown split the gifts without blending what anyone wanted. His party closed into a new shape—not the hollow line after Damaris died, and not the old six-person answer dragged back unchanged.

Loss, Damaris's return, and the other route had rebuilt it.

Central Sovereign raised six stolen wings; every soul still waiting to inspect an exit became part of its shadow.

Trevor could not save everyone by winning; he could only stop one victory from deciding what saving had to mean.

The people still choosing would decide the rest if they lived long enough to arrive.

Below the opening battle, Free Heaven districts began building themselves before anyone knew whether their adorable founder would live to see the result.


Chapter 31 — Free Heaven Started Before the Final Boss

Free Heaven began with a blue exit sign above a treatment-room soul door.

The treatment district published one over every soul door, while rebels wrote replacement rules for captains. Adina's witnesses opened their archive, Petra's scouts posted maps with private roads left blank, and Naomi's healers offered sanctioned care without sanctioned memory edits.

Nobody waited for Trevor to win, which was exactly the point and personally inconvenient.

The care signs stole Naomi's blue glyphs, so she found three deadly shortcuts and wrote fixes beneath the old notes. The district accepted two, then rejected the third because its healers carried different gear.

Naomi stared in disbelief at the district's politely documented refusal.

"You personally taught those healers to challenge power," Trevor said.

"I taught them to reject bad care," Naomi said. "My proposed care is not bad."

"We are witnessing historic contact between principle and personal offense," Trevor said.

She flicked a healing spark at his forehead, restoring one HP he had not lost and making his blond bangs stand upright.

Trevor glared through the mess, impossibly cute and too dignified to fix it. Three nearby healers burst into laughter and returned to work with steadier hands.

"My adorable face is clearly providing weaponized battlefield morale," he said.

"That healing spark was merely necessary unscheduled treatment," Naomi replied.

The rebel captains argued while the boss bar darkened the sky. One district demanded weekly elections, another chose whoever appeared to fight, and a third abolished captains before appointing a facilitator with identical powers.

Adina faithfully recorded every political contradiction without prematurely settling it.

Petra's maps held planned holes, and strangers filled some with new roads within minutes; two were better, while another led to a vault full of furious halo mines.

Petra marked that route educational and declined to say for whom.

Junia received four offers to command new defense orders. She rejected three, but the last described its appeals before its weapons, so she read it twice and set it aside without accepting.

Damaris watched the districts build from a shrine's edge and said, "You expected them to need you longer."

Trevor wanted to say no, but the truth came next: "Yes, I expected them to need me longer."

Heaven forming without him felt like triumph and exile made from the same light. Trevor protected choice because it mattered more than his place in the outcome, which did not make losing the center noble.

Damaris touched the back of his neck beneath the long hair. "Good. You admitted it before lying made the feeling worse."

"You take a suspicious amount of pleasure in my suffering."

"I enjoy when you name it before turning it into a skill."

Her hand remained until the sanctuary ordered combatants out of treatment space.

One node granted the party a Long Rest, then closed Trevor's access while treating civilians.

LONG REST // complete
Trevor Dwyer
HP 667/667 | MP 674/674 | Stamina 605/605
Free Heaven provisional nodes // 61
Nodes requiring claimant survival // 0


"This system has made me feel profoundly valued," Trevor said.

"You were prioritized correctly beneath the injured civilians," Naomi said.

The sanctuary expelled Trevor onto a balcony with a blanket around his shoulders and a paper cup of broth. Someone had written CLAIMANT, crossed it out, and replaced it with PATIENT 88.

The broth tasted of pepper, onions, and the first institution in Heaven that did not care whether he approved its menu.

His companions regrouped after their own rests. Damaris had repaired her flail for the final twenty minutes rather than sleep. Naomi slept exactly as ordered, while Petra claimed rest relied on mapped time and could not apply to her.

Adina woke with ink on one cheek while Junia rested upright with her sword across both knees.

Trevor loved each woman's entirely characteristic answer for different reasons.

The bitten edge of Heaven moved, and the tall figure from Outside Hunger stepped through.

He did not climb from its mouth, and darkness recoiled around him like an animal that found a missing bone. A violet-gold spark turned where a heart might be, carrying the color of the many-handed shadow seen within the Hunger.

Something had been stolen from the eater of worlds, and the thief displayed it without shame.

He wore the shape of a tall, lean man with ash-pale skin and a black coat whose hem changed whenever Trevor blinked. His hair drifted upward around a severe handsome face, while thin silver rings circled starless eyes.

Hairline cracks crossed his throat and cheek, with violet and gold moving inside.

The visible body had two arms, but its shadow held many more and copied him one beat late. Those extra hands performed precise motions the body never made: turning an absent key, closing a book, and raising a cup to lips no shadow possessed.

Possible versions of one man arrived too late to become him.

Open Crown recoiled, not from Morrow's power, but because it could not decide which discarded movement was original.

Damaris stepped halfway in front of Trevor as eclipse eyes followed with something keener than hunger and less human than mirth.

"Give us the chosen name you will answer to," Junia demanded.

Several possible voices answered Junia's demand almost together.

"I retain no original name from my deleted world."

"I remain the last remainder of that unchosen possibility."

"I am the one who remained after the deletion—"

"No. That name is no longer true."

The replies cut each other off, and the man seemed to listen within as several almost-chosen selves fought over which mouth could speak.

One possible version finally won control of the visible mouth.

"Morrow Veyl," the winning voice decided with sudden confidence.

He tested the name while his late shadow repeated three others and cast them off.

"Morrow," he repeated until the chosen name gained greater certainty.

Every delayed shadow hand became perfectly and unnaturally still.

Adina held her pen ready and said, "You chose a name."

"I chose the version of my name that survived speech."

"Selecting among possible names is still a choice," Adina said.

One silver ring tightened around each dark eye as he said, "Your worlds overuse the word."

Trevor's System found no level, HP, or species, only a self that kept going.

MORROW VEYL
Origin // deleted before first choice
Current continuity // self-assembled
Allegiance // none detected


"You were standing inside the world-eater's open mouth," Trevor said.

"I existed near its consuming interior," Morrow corrected.

Naomi folded her arms and said, "Its mouth counts as inside for most bodies."

Morrow looked at her while three shadow hands touched points on an unseen throat, trying out ways to check a pulse.

"The Outside Hunger possesses no stable anatomy," Morrow said.

"Anything capable of suffering injury eventually develops an anatomy."

The violet-gold spark beneath Morrow's sternum brightened in response.

Both Naomi and Trevor noticed the involuntary change.

"That anatomical distinction plainly requires further work," Morrow conceded.

He reached toward the discarded Crown access behind Trevor.

Junia moved first, her sword crossing the gap between thought and motion, but Morrow's future shadow dodged before his visible body arrived there.

Junia's broken sword cut through Morrow's shifting black coat.

No flesh waited beneath; a black sky opened with the ghost of a city Trevor had never seen, then sealed before Adina caught its name.

"You are not the Outside Hunger wearing a human face," Damaris said.

"No, I am not that impossible appetite," Morrow replied.

"Are you some kind of herald for it?"

"I have never heralded anything but myself."

"Then are you an avatar it somehow abandoned?"

Every overlapping voice answered together, "No version of me belongs to it."

Morrow looked back at the mouth as it struck the quarantine seal hard enough to shake sixty-one nodes.

"It consumed the world that would contain my first decision. I remained after the reason for me did not."

No memory opened, only the structure of a timeline deleted before one life inside could become singular.

Morrow was not a survivor in any normal sense, because survival had built him from cast-off futures around a hole.

One broken menu still held a power Trevor refused: the right to recall light he had given away.

Morrow took that abandoned power before anyone could close the menu.

The power entered no visible hand. A late shadow closed around the path Trevor considered and left behind, which the menu called deleted.

Morrow called the cast-off power beautiful because no one guarded it.

Free Heaven's nodes flickered because the stolen recall could reclaim any light whose owner had not removed that right.

Trevor opened Open Crown toward all sixty-one. "Check your gifts. If I can still call them back, cut that out."

Twenty complied at once, fourteen asked for help, and nine refused because the warning looked like a trick meant to change their power.

The remaining nodes were too busy surviving to answer.

Morrow watched their uneven answers with open fascination.

Trevor answered that fascination with an immediate attack.

His wing cut through the coat and struck three possible spots, but Morrow took a fourth.

Petra fired into the road he had not used and hit one pale shoulder. Violet-gold depth spilled without blood, full of stars giving no light.

Morrow examined the wound while his shadow acted out four kinds of pain; the visible man accepted none.

Naomi attempted a full inspection while Trevor pressed him.

NO CURRENT/MAX BARS FOUND

"Refusing me readable bars is profoundly rude," Naomi said.

"Your inspection has returned an incomplete conclusion," Morrow corrected.

On the same frame, a black-red command fell from Tyrant's sky.

PRIME OWNER // RETURN

Its root had been severed, and Morrow's shadow caught it.

The command fought for an owner field that no longer existed. Morrow fed it one discarded future after another, each becoming an owner, failing, and peeling away.

For seven seconds, nobody owned the command and it remained usable.

Then every shadow hand closed, and violet and gold flared beneath Morrow's skin.

Morrow now held one discarded Crown power and one severed owner order.

"Neither stolen piece belongs to you," Trevor said.

Morrow looked almost amused and said, "Nothing deleted belongs to anyone."

"You stole both before anything reached deletion."

"Then both of your worlds continue teaching me."

"What exactly are these worlds teaching you?" Trevor asked.

His eclipse eyes traveled over sixty-one nodes, two damaged skies, and separate choices that broke one execution trap.

"How much of itself a world discards to call itself one."

The answer carried no direct attack, which frightened Trevor more than another weapon would have.

Morrow stepped backward into the broken sky as Petra's arrow entered his shadow, and the shadow kept it.

She lowered her bow by one fraction and said, "It kept the route too."

Five shadow hands held the arrow, each aimed at an impossible departure; Morrow took the road between choices and left the others as decoys.

He vanished without leaving a death notice or teleport mark.

Only the warning remained, dim and moving toward a place the System could not name.

Adina wrote the chosen name on a new page.

MORROW VEYL // SELF-DECLARED

Below the chosen name, she wrote each label he had refused.

Damaris watched the sky close and said, "He wanted us to know his name."

"He wanted to learn whether it stayed," Adina said.

Petra examined her missing arrow and said, "The route remained attached."

"So did the injury I gave him," Junia said.

Naomi shook her head and said, "Without a bar, we cannot know whether you hurt him, fed him matter, or helped pick a version we can cut."

Trevor reopened the stolen recall field. It still named him as origin, while the holder line contained a moving blank.

He could revoke it only by recalling every light it might touch.

That would hurt Free Heaven better than Morrow had.

Trevor closed the dangerous control without activating it.

"He took the one piece I would wound people to retrieve."

"Then he understood which part of you to threaten," Damaris said.

"Or he only understood the menu."

"Those are rapidly becoming the same fucking problem."

Old recall rights fell away at each node's own speed; five refused for good and gave their reasons. Trevor sent them Morrow's mark, then cut his access to their fields.

The theft remained, but its answer could not be making Trevor the only person permitted to hold dangerous power.

Central Sovereign descended from the gold sky before Trevor could follow.

Its personal war-form struck the floor with eight gold wings, a blank founder face, and fifty-two million HP.

Behind Trevor's battle line, node sixty-one elected a new captain.

Ahead, the sovereign drew a sword from the sun and loaded Trevor's smile.

Morrow's name remained in Adina's open book behind the battle line, a second threat refusing to wait politely for the first.

No enemy granted Trevor the tactical courtesy of arriving alone.

Trevor dropped his blanket, opened six radiant wings, and looked so small and determined that every provisional node received one last pulse of courage before the final assault.


Chapter 32 — The Boss Lost Its Owner Field

The Central Sovereign's left arm contained six living angels.

Gold skin revealed their bodies whenever the limb moved. Six chambers ran from shoulder to fingertips, each wired into a separate motion: one bent the elbow, another turned the wrist, and four closed the fingers around a sword made from the settings sun.

Heaven had not merged them; it kept the souls apart so each could be blamed for what the shared arm did.

Heaven called the six women operators, while the sovereign's war-form used them as armor.

Every strike against it cost a captive HP, while every pause let the sovereign erase another exit.

The first door belonged to a district that refused Trevor's call to fight, where three hundred civilians watched their shelter become a gold wall.

His wing blade hovered an inch from the wrist. If Trevor struck, one captive paid; if he waited, a whole district did.

The boss smiled with his stolen face and said, "Choice has not removed cost."

"It removed your right to hide the invoice."

Adina published both prices, but the sovereign erased them, so she posted through another relay. Soon one hundred Free Heaven nodes copied the warning faster than Heaven could tear it down.

The trapped district began digging through the wall.

"Open the soul field without breaking their sockets," Naomi said.

Trevor used World Witness II.

TREVOR MP 674/674 → 622/674

Six views opened inside the arm.

The first woman had served for nine centuries and remembered everyone killed by her hand. The second was born in the socket and did not believe bodies existed outside service. The third sent pieces of mind home between commands to raise a daughter who thought she worked in records.

The fourth tried to escape so often that the arm used her route knowledge to close doors. The fifth volunteered during invasion and still honored her oath.

The sixth woman loved Central Sovereign, and no shared rescue story could fit all six lives.

The device gave them socket numbers rather than names. Its class turned every private choice into a target: one woman's wish to rest marked workers who wanted shorter shifts as traitors, while another's wish to see rain attacked a weather realm.

Longing for a daughter became an order against a family district. Escape plans deleted exits, an oath strengthened the sword, and love repaired the arm.

The crown did not suppress choice. It weaponized it.

Trevor showed each woman her fields—HP, MP, socket release, risk, and every known destination—while missing facts stayed unknown instead of filling with hope.

The second woman stared toward a rain road and asked, "Does that road lead outside this arm?"

Petra checked the route and said, "It leads to one possible outside."

"Will leaving through that road hurt me?"

Naomi examined the socket grown through her body and said, "Yes, because it has grown through your spine."

She accepted the view anyway.

Four women wanted to leave, one stayed to sabotage the shoulder, and one still trusted the sovereign.

The loyal woman's name surfaced through willing witness.

"Orla," she said. "It held us through the first void war, kept the dead from becoming weapons, and gave us purpose before your claimant body existed."

Damaris did not dispute her history before asking, "Do you choose to remain?"

"Yes, I freely choose to remain," Orla said.

Trevor wanted to tell Orla that the crown had built her world. It was true, but it sounded like every ruler dismissing an ugly choice because someone else had narrowed it first.

He left her yes visible.

Trevor left all six incompatible choices visible.

The branch class counted four exits and called that a vote. It called sabotage a clever way to leave and Orla an outlier whose choice could be thrown away without making Heaven look less lawful.

Open Crown offered to certify the majority.

Trevor declined while Adina posted the losing answers too and Petra routed four exits through separate bones. Junia cut the loyal woman's command line without cutting her, and Damaris judged sabotage as the fifth woman's action rather than Trevor's order.

Naomi kept six health bars apart.

Removal began at the fingers as Petra opened roads through four knuckles. The first woman crawled out beneath sword fire, while the second froze when wind touched her face.

Naomi asked Orla, lifted her around the waist, and carried her into rain.

The third refused to leave until Adina copied her daughter's address from the socket. The fourth took her own route and appeared on the sovereign's shoulder, where she started destroying seals.

The saboteur stayed in the upper arm while Orla remained inside the palm, leaving the sword with two hands worth of intent.

Junia severed command before the next swing, and for one breath, Orla owned her socket.

She chose to close the fist around Junia.

Junia accepted the target and drove her blade into gold armor beside Orla's body, pinning the hand without drawing blood.

"You may believe in the sovereign," Junia said. "You may not make this arm obey for free."

Inside the shoulder, the fifth woman detonated her charge.

The arm fell off without becoming dead.

Naomi's panes followed all six bars to the floor, where four women remained outside while Orla and the saboteur landed in separate gold cells as the sword broke around them.

Central Sovereign reached for its limb.

Damaris struck the recall spell and the grief under it. Heaven did not love the women, but it prized a weapon that had served for centuries.

Contradictory Verdict held both facts until Naomi reached them.

The sovereign lost five million HP and its branch-selection class, while earned experience raised Trevor another level.

LEVEL // 75 + 1 -> 76
Focus 49 → 50
Will 47 → 48
Grace 57 → 58
HP 560/667 → 560/674
MP 622/674 → 622/680
Stamina 540/605 → 540/611
SKILL ACQUIRED // No Owner II
Cost // 48 MP
Target // one defeated root-owner field
Required input // affected soul or device selects ownerless state
Hope 1,248/1,250 → 1,308/1,330
Dissonance 701 → 736


The severed arm unfolded into six person-sized petals, and though four women had left, the root still claimed their bodies and could drag them back into the limb.

It offered a new owner.

Trevor's face appeared first with rescue wings and the warm smile from the false future, which promised the arm would become a rescue tool beneath his ownership. The women kept their memories, comfort, and the right to advise him, while obeying Trevor only during emergencies.

Emergency remained undefined.

The sovereign offered the old function restored: every wound healed, Orla's faith rewarded, and each escape classified as temporary confusion.

Ownerless stayed hidden as a blank beneath both faces until Petra found the road, Adina brought back its lost label, and Naomi found six HP bars still moving without an owner ID.

Damaris found no law requiring souls to belong to the body surrounding them.

Trevor could expose the hidden field, but he could not select it for anyone. Four escapees found it first, followed by the saboteur.

Orla chose neither Trevor nor the sovereign, then closed her eyes and asked where the third choice was.

The question cost Orla more than departure. Leaving could become fear and choosing Trevor conversion, but asking women she helped imprison required admitting her beloved sovereign had hidden an answer.

The saboteur touched her through the broken socket and said, "The third choice is below both owner faces."

The rain-soaked woman added, "The ownerless field has no reassuring picture."

"What does the blank choice promise us?" Orla asked.

"It promises absolutely nothing," the saboteur answered.

Orla opened her eyes.

Six hands touched the blank field at different times, with the saboteur first and the four escapees behind her. Orla hovered while the crown called her home and Trevor's picture waited.

Orla chose only when both owner voices stopped pretending to be her choices, and No Owner II activated.

TREVOR MP 622/680 → 574/680

The root cleared, and the arm did not become Trevor's weapon; it became six women lying among dead gold armor.

The woman born in the socket touched rain in her hair and said, "This is truly outside."

Orla looked toward the sovereign and said, "I knowingly chose against you."

"Your choice constitutes an error," the sovereign replied.

Her expression broke.

Trevor did not claim freedom should feel grand, since a choice could cut away the world that had made sense before it.

Naomi sorted the wounded. The socket through the second woman's spine needed surgery, while the third kept asking whether her daughter would know her. The saboteur had burned both hands, and Orla bore the fewest wounds but the emptiest stare.

"We have to move before that replacement limb finishes forming," Trevor said.

Naomi looked up from her patients and said, "Then move and let me treat them."

The words struck harder than the boss.

Trevor could issue retreat, spend a wing, or ask Free Heaven healers to accept six patients under attack. He sent exact bars and no claim that former operators deserved priority.

Three nodes refused, two lacked room, and one offered treatment under a provisional charter.

Adina read the terms: emergency stabilization, no memory edits, and each patient choosing a representative if unconscious.

Five accepted while Orla held back.

"Does that shelter actively oppose the sovereign?" Orla asked.

"Yes, the shelter opposes its rule," Trevor said.

"Then I cannot—"

The new limb flexed overhead while Orla looked at the five women beside her, until the saboteur offered a burned hand.

"I accept their medical treatment," Orla said. "I do not accept their political cause."

The node admitted both truths, so Trevor opened a rescue wing only after the charter took hold, and Naomi led everyone through before the limb could reclaim them.

Saving an enemy believer did not lower the boss bar, but it weakened the lie that Central Sovereign was her only home.

Free Heaven needed space for people who loved what it opposed.

The sovereign's new limb contained five defense organs.

One carried Damaris's resurrection denial. Another held every soul under Naomi's care, while a third sealed Petra's roads. The fourth rewrote Adina's histories, and the fifth chose Junia's targets.

Each carried a cleaner copy of the bond that had beaten it, because the crown had learned from their trials and built five counters instead of one law.

The resurrection organ wore Damaris's unwounded original body. The care organ spoke with Naomi's gentlest voice, while the route organ contained every road Petra shared and none she kept. The record organ copied Adina's prose with uncertainty removed, and the targeting organ wore Junia's style without hesitation.

Trevor began to call a formation by instinct, and Open Crown drew the first lines.

He stopped.

The organs were built from everything Trevor knew about the women. A plan shaped from those records would give the crown another pattern to copy.

"Choose your own target and method," Trevor said.

Damaris was already moving.

The sovereign smiled.

"That countermeasure is extremely specific," Trevor said.

"It has been watching," Adina replied.

"We have also been watching it learn," Trevor replied.

Five women advanced without waiting for a copied plan. Junia raised her sword.

"Your clarification was deeply helpful," Junia said.

Behind them, Orla's shelter sent one final message: the women were alive.

Trevor's relief lit his halo like a tiny sunrise, telling nobody where to strike while each companion carried the warmth into her own chosen fight.


Chapter 33 — Every Girlfriend Had One Uncopyable Skill

Damaris attacked the resurrection organ first, and it opened around her weapon with her own voice.

“You asked for every part of me,” the organ told Trevor. “I am the part that would have hurt less.”

The body inside it wore Damaris's original face from before battle set hard lines around her mouth, and its hands bore no calluses. The nose Trevor broke during resurrection had been fixed, while a softer class rested in its core, fit for every approved formation and unable to issue a Contradictory Verdict against its founder.

Trevor's grief recognized the offer before his judgment did.

For one shameful breath, he wanted to see Damaris enter a room without pain attached to her return.

The real Damaris saw the answer on his face and said, "Do not insult me by lying."

"For one breath, I wanted that painless version," Trevor admitted, and Damaris said, "I know exactly what you wanted."

She did not forgive him for a choice he had not made or punish him for the thought. She placed the truth beside the organ's lie and raised her flail.

It showed her the body she might have received without scars, anger, or Trevor's broken nose.

She struck the perfect face and the cruel memory behind it at once.

The organ split Damaris into two targets, one who never recalled dying and another who felt the dark after death so sharply that each moment with Trevor became a chain. Heaven expected her to reject one, giving it leave to erase whichever half made the cleaner story harder.

Damaris judged both: the painless woman could have lived, and the cruel memory was still hers, but neither got to become the whole. Contradictory Verdict held both truths without letting either replace her.

The organ could copy perfection, but it could not copy Damaris choosing flaws after seeing the menu, so she destroyed it.

The body did not scream as it vanished, because that would have made the choice easier; it smiled at Trevor with simple love.

Damaris hit the smiling body anyway, and afterward her living hand shook until Trevor silently offered his.

She ignored it for two breaths, then caught his fingers and squeezed hard enough to hurt before releasing him for the next phase.

Naomi entered the care organ while it held three thousand living bars as one pool. The sovereign threatened to kill all of them if she withdrew a single patient.

The pool averaged every injury into one comfortable yellow line.

Three thousand people shared HP 1,410,000/1,800,000, and the number looked stable. Inside it, seventy-two souls were at one HP, four hundred were unhurt, and one woman had negative HP held above death only because the average had not noticed her.

Naomi asked each soul in the pool, but it answered with one vast yes signed by the sovereign. "That answer belongs to none of them," she said.

The organ adopted the voice of every patient who had ever begged her to make a decision quickly. “If you separate us, the weakest die during conversion.”

"Some may die during separation," Naomi acknowledged. When the organ promised that preserving the pool meant everyone survived, she asked, "They all survive as what?"

The organ showed a future where no bar reached zero because no individual bar existed.

Naomi's face became very still as she built Mercy Panes around each individual bar, beginning with the negative one.

The patient's name was Edda, and her body had died eight minutes earlier. The pool was using the other 2,999 lives to keep her alive without asking whether her soul wanted more care.

Naomi opened a narrow channel that reached Edda alone.

Edda chose STOP, and Naomi obeyed her final treatment decision.

The care organ called Edda's decision murder, but Naomi preserved the choice and moved to the next lowest bar. She refused to heal an average when the person closest to zero still needed her first.

Not everyone accepted. A soldier at four HP refused because the heal would strip a combat buff that guarded her unit. A child at six accepted only if Naomi also helped his brother, while an old archivist at nine chose pain relief over repair. Each choice made the average worse and the people inside it more visible.

Trevor could have supplied enough MP to heal hundreds.

Naomi asked Trevor for forty-two MP, and he granted exactly forty-two; the pooled bar split back into separate people as the care organ died.

Its death released 2,999 living bars and one completed end-of-care record.

Naomi carried Edda's name out with the survivors. She had saved fewer bodies than the pooled future promised, but she had treated more people.

Petra's defense waited at the end of every mapped route.

The organ unfolded a perfect copy of her private road web, with every path she had shared with Trevor shining white and each route guessed from their use glowing gold. The creator key under her armor warmed as the defense guessed at the holes that remained.

"The defense has reconstructed eighty-seven percent of your road network," Adina warned.

"Eighty-nine percent," Petra corrected. "It missed two of my obvious lies."

She fired along a mapped route, and the defense caught her arrow without effort.

She tried a road she had shown only Damaris, but gold walls arrived before she did.

She used the black-red step gained through the counterpart exchange, whose shape the organ had rebuilt from the branch overlap.

Since Trevor had met her, Petra had never looked so visibly and dangerously cornered.

His Open Crown offered to generate a new route from their shared permissions.

He closed the offer because whatever escaped this organ could not begin inside him.

She used the fourth step she had deliberately kept from Trevor.

The step was not a secret door; it was Petra's decision to leave no destination until after departure.

Petra placed one foot outside every mapped future while her willing link to Trevor went quiet without breaking. The party panel kept her name but lost her place, so the System tried to mark her dead, hidden, captured, and absent at once.

None of the System's attempted conditions held long enough to become true.

For one painful second, she vanished from his System, the sovereign, and the world.

Then her arrow came from a road no claimant could see.

It entered through the place Morrow's stolen route had scarred. Petra had not followed him; she used the scar of his departure to prove the defense organ's map ended before every possible road did.

The route organ broke, and Petra returned because she chose her own direction.

She reappeared behind Trevor, one hand resting briefly between his wings so he could feel that she had returned without making the road visible.

"Did my brief absence worry you?" she asked. When Trevor admitted to several extremely restrained emotional thoughts, Petra told him, “Keep them private.”

Her fingers lingered for one warm second before she took them away.

Adina faced one approved history in which Trevor had always been destined to free Heaven.

The approved history had been written with devastating beauty.

The history began with a brave young man changed by Heaven and ended with the same good heart blooming into freedom. Every selfish urge became a hint of later wisdom, and each mistake existed only to teach the lesson he learned in time. Damaris's death drove him, Naomi's care softened him, Petra's secrets tested him, Junia's freedom inspired him, and Adina's records revealed him.

The women became functions in Trevor's moral development, and the elegant prose made that theft feel loving.

Trevor hated how much he wanted to believe it, and Adina could have used that desire.

Publishing the history would have given Free Heaven a founder story powerful enough to unite the provisional nodes. It would have raised Hope, stabilized the damaged skies, and stripped ten million HP from the sovereign's legitimacy shield.

The human costs of that useful lie appeared only in footnotes.

COMPANION ACTED WITHOUT TREVOR // marked useless

Adina read that dehumanizing line twice before she answered.

Then she asked each woman for one event the approved history had centered on Trevor incorrectly.

Damaris named her return, while Naomi named Edda's refusal. Petra named a route she would not reveal, and Junia named every target she had chosen before meeting him.

Adina added her own: the first contradiction she preserved because it mattered to her, not because a future founder needed the lesson.

Instead, she published the moments he had wanted control, enjoyed devotion, failed to listen, and learned late.

Truth did not make him pure, and it also did not make him secretly worthless. Adina preserved the rescues he had chosen, the pleasure he took in being wanted, the fear that made him reach for control, and the moments he released it at real cost. She refused both saint and fraud.

Their inconvenient truth made the approved history too small, and the record organ burst beneath it. Torn pages filled the battlefield like surrendering birds.

The approved history burned gold, but Adina caught one page before it vanished and placed it in her codex beside the fixes.

"Are you keeping that beautiful lie?" Trevor asked her.

"I am keeping the temptation it offered," Adina said.

Junia's defense organ ordered her to strike Trevor, using no owner pressure because it had built a good reason instead.

Trevor's claimant mark still put each light he had given away at risk, while Morrow held a stolen recall key. The Central Sovereign wore his body, and two worlds had begun to fold around the thread of his life. Kill Trevor now, the organ urged, and the chain would snap before either enemy could pull it tight.

Junia read all the proof before she spoke.

"Could it work?" Trevor asked.

"Yes," Junia said.

Trevor's stomach dropped hard beneath his bright, ridiculous armor.

The organ offered proof that Trevor was a fair target. No founder command. No order from Heaven. No threat against anyone Junia guarded; just enough truth to make murder feel like her own clean choice.

Junia raised her broken sword toward Trevor's unshielded body.

Trevor did not cut her party access or hide his neck behind a rescue wing. If she truly chose him, he would defend himself then rather than cage her first.

Even when she advanced, he did not shield himself.

Her blade crossed his cheek close enough to cut one strand of long white hair. The defense organ sensed committed intent and opened its power feed to reward the strike.

She drove her broken sword past his cheek and into the order behind him.

"The command behind you was my chosen target," she said.

The command behind Trevor had worn his outline, but Junia's sword entered the space between its copied shoulders and severed the lie that danger made killing him the only choice.

The organ tried to retarget her onto Trevor's actual body.

She broke the blade inside its wire, and one silver fragment nicked Trevor's cheek.

Naomi healed it without asking because she already had Trevor's yes for small combat wounds. Junia noticed the distinction and gave one short nod.

The last defense organ finally reached zero HP.

Junia retrieved the broken sword point from the dead power line.

"For the formal record," Trevor said, "I disliked every part of that plan."

"Your tactical preference was not requested," Junia said, and Trevor answered, “I noticed a pattern.”

Five attacks had remained separately aimed, and any woman could have withdrawn hers; that freedom was why no formation skill could copy the result.

The sovereign's war-form shield dropped to one layer just as Morrow Veyl's shadow entered the field, with the visible man arriving one grim beat later.

Ash-pale boots touched the dead resurrection organ without disturbing it as violet and gold moved beneath the cracks at his ankles, climbed his lean frame, and met around the stolen spark in his chest. His black hair drifted against the field's pull, while silver rings turned around the lightless centers of his eyes as if measuring two skies at once.

The Central Sovereign immediately identified and targeted him.

Its attack passed through the place his coat said he occupied and struck a discarded version of the floor. Morrow's hem changed when Trevor looked away, its torn edge restored and its left side now long enough to hide a third possible leg.

No HP bar appeared, so the sovereign tried to delete Morrow's soul instead.

Morrow's shadow caught the red notice, folded it into the shape of a hand, and added that hand to itself.

"Stop feeding discarded attacks to that creature," Trevor told the sovereign.

The sovereign attacked again, and Morrow gained another arm from the discarded violence; soon his impossible silhouette carried far too many hands.

Trevor counted twelve before the first ones changed: some were human, one wore gold jailer armor, one ended in the shape of Petra's stolen arrow, and two were only gaps where the world had cast out a limb. None moved with Morrow's visible arms.

One hand carried the Crown recall Trevor had cast off, while another carried the severed PRIME OWNER // RETURN command taken from the black-red root.

Morrow pressed the stolen commands against opposite sides of the sovereign's guard; Crown recall pulled white armor toward a claimant who no longer owned it. Prime return dragged black-red armor toward a root that was gone; neither order had anywhere to land, so both cut inward.

“Two lawful worlds,” Morrow said. “Still throwing away doors.”

His several voices nearly replaced the last word with weapons and selves. The voice Morrow finally chose kept the word doors.

Three world-root fragments rose from the sovereign's opened chest, and Morrow's late shadow took them, giving him five stolen fragments in all.

Trevor fired through the opening. Six jailer weapons crossed the place where Morrow stood and struck the sovereign for one million HP, but the three new fragments absorbed the force as they left. The shared bar stayed at forty-seven million.

Morrow drove the cut through the branch wall, and white Heaven began to load over black-red Heaven instead of beside it.

The collapse made no explosion; it made something far more dangerous—agreement.

White stone and black-red metal held the same ground and insisted they had always been one floor, while the Mercy sky kept its clouds and the Tyrant sky hung chains through them. Free Heaven nodes appeared inside Host forts, and each soul line showed a chosen exit and an owner path laid over each other.

Trevor's small angel body loaded twice in the same occupied space.

One version wore white-gold armor and six rescue wings. The second flickered through the same space in black-red plate, six assault wings spread at a different angle. The same compact build, young face, and knee-length hair carried both lives; white-gold openness and black-red command made them look like rival answers written over the same body. Neither route had needed to age or enlarge him to make the difference visible.

Their eyes met only through the public overlap, while no private thought crossed between them.

ROUTE OVERLAP // UNSTABLE
Mercy claimant continuity // intact
Tyrant claimant continuity // intact
Shared interior access // NONE
Shared combat surface // active
Overlap author // Morrow Veyl
Owner // unresolved


White Heaven loaded over black-red Heaven until every body appeared twice.

Damaris stood inside her counterpart without merging, while Naomi's Mercy Panes crossed Tyrant ownership bars. Two Petras argued at once over which mad route Morrow had used, and two Adinas wrote down separate causes for the same effect. Mercy Junia held no owner mark; the black-red Junia's one-percent self-claim shone inside ninety-nine percent command.

The Central Sovereign tried to count the doubled bodies as duplicates.

Morrow walked between the worlds with five stolen fragments turning inside his late shadow. He had not donated damage, removed a second set of roots, or dropped the forty-seven-million-HP bar. He had taught two lawful realities to agree they were one door and kept the price for himself.

“That opening helped us,” Trevor said.

Damaris watched the five fragments move beneath Morrow's coat. “No. It helped him.”

Morrow looked back from the far side of the overlap.

For one beat his late shadow stood ahead of him, already holding the three pieces somewhere no System could inspect.

Then the visible man followed his shadow out, and once again no death notice appeared.


Chapter 34 — The Battlefield Loaded Both Routes

Mercy Trevor saw Tyrant Trevor across the arena—not in a mirror, target portrait, or combat notice.

The other Trevor occupied the same broken floor thirty yards away, solid when the overlap decided both routes agreed on matter and translucent when they did not. Black-red armor fitted the exact small curves of the angel body they shared by origin. Long white hair lifted between six assault wings; lavender stars burned inside eyes shaped exactly like Trevor's.

The sight produced a painful recognition before any difference registered.

Same Springfield face. Same five-foot-one body. Same furious cuteness Heaven kept underestimating. Neither route had made him older or larger to advertise which life was righteous.

Recognition arrived with heat this time. By mind, wanting another male Trevor felt embarrassingly gay; by body, two female angel bodies made the attraction lesbian; and the other body's undeniable femaleness made it perversely straight too. Black-red plate hugged the other Trevor's waist, lifted his chest, and left the small body looking both cuter and more dangerous than Mercy thought any version of him had a right to look. Tyrant's gaze traveled over Mercy's white armor and paused at his mouth before returning to his eyes. The stare was brief, visible, and not remotely tactical.

Trevor hated every contradictory label. He also loved how thoroughly twisted the whole thing was, which felt like the most damning proof that both versions remained him.

Mercy felt smug for one breath. Then he remembered whose mouth Tyrant had been watching and nearly flew into a wall.

Every meaningful difference between the two Trevors lived in use.

The other man remained exactly his height, which satisfied Trevor for half a second.

Trevor had spent too long being the shortest angel in every celestial room not to enjoy objective proof that the other version had gained no inches.

Then Tyrant Trevor opened six assault wings and equipped the corpse of a High Angel behind him.

The dead angel hung like a siege halo, sixty feet of armored ribs and captured sanction fire aimed through the Tyrant formation. Owner chains ran from its spine into the other Trevor's crown; each chain had been repaired at least once. Damaris-shaped dents marked three of them.

"You shameless little show-off," Mercy Trevor said. Tyrant could not hear him through the battle noise, but he smiled anyway, as if the insult had crossed without sound.

Fuck. The evil version of him knew exactly how to frame their cute body, and the timing was too exact to be coincidence. Mercy disliked how much they still shared the joke.

The two Heavens occupied one floor. White-blue relays crossed black-red Host lanes. Mercy bodies passed through Tyrant bodies unless a shared attack frame made both solid.

The collision created impossible cover. A Mercy pillar could stop a gold projectile and pass through a Host soldier. A black-red wall could block its own route's fire while Mercy civilians ran through it. Gravity pointed toward Cathedral City on one side of the seam and toward the Morning Throne gate on the other.

FULL BATTLEFIELD OVERLAY
Mercy route // EQUIPPED
Tyrant route // EQUIPPED
Shared sovereign // 47,000,000/80,000,000 HP
Route collision rules:
- actions remain attributed to actor
- owner fields do not cross automatically
- damage reaches shared root
- living bodies cannot substitute across routes
Overlay duration // ONE COMPLETE BOSS PHASE


The last line pulsed as if the System needed reassurance. Trevor could see the other party clearly, but he could not read their thoughts, commands, or private bars.

He saw literal public combat values only when someone deliberately exposed them for cross-route coordination. Everything else remained behind the source route; two Trevors sharing a battlefield did not open either man's private mind.

Tyrant Damaris fought like a woman striking the walls from inside her own cage. Tyrant Naomi moved wounds into enemy assets. Tyrant Petra sold routes while running them. Tyrant Adina turned endings into weapons; Tyrant Junia's one-percent line flashed every time she disobeyed by one inch.

Mercy Damaris watched her counterpart break a gold command ring with one beat of Mutiny. Her expression held no envy and no easy pity.

"My counterpart kept the owner mark," Mercy Damaris said. When Trevor replied that she had kept it for at least one reason, Damaris corrected him: "She has several reasons."

Naomi's attention stayed on the black-red healer. Tyrant Naomi took a lethal wound from one Host asset, passed it through an enemy ledger, and preserved the original vessel imprint in a dark Mercy Pane while she did it.

"That grotesque transfer does not qualify as healing," Mercy Naomi said.

The distant Naomi looked across the overlap as if she had heard tone without words. She smiled and transferred a broken leg into a gold defense organ.

Mercy Naomi's mouth tightened before she admitted, "Unfortunately, it is effective."

Petra saw her counterpart auction three routes to allied units and destroy the map after payment. "That business practice is disgusting."

“The sale or the prices?” Trevor asked, and Petra replied, "Her obscene profit margins."

Adina wrote two histories without trying to reconcile their judgments. Junia ignored her counterpart until the one-percent self-claim flashed, then adjusted her stance by the same inch.

None of those counterparts were replacements for the women beside him.

They were not warnings shaped like girlfriends either. Each had lived under a different weight and made different bargains. Their shared past begged to be compared, but Trevor had no right to turn that comparison into a verdict.

The Central Sovereign chose to counter Tyrant first.

Black-red command pulled its inner armor into one perfect answer. That left the outer plates blind to anything that refused one beat. Trevor opened Counterpoint Field and narrowed it to public attack frames.

TREVOR MP 574/680 → 542/680

Damaris guarded a Host body Trevor did not own. Naomi healed an enemy captive. Petra put a route under Tyrant Junia. Adina kept both damage accounts. Mercy Junia aimed at the counter field while Trevor's six wings chose different work.

All six separately aimed white actions landed together.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 47,000,000 → 45,800,000/80,000,000

"Your attack remains hopelessly scattered," Tyrant Trevor called, and Mercy answered, "Every scattered action landed."

The other man blamed the hit on the boss turning against him, so Trevor thanked him with the sweetest smile he owned. Tyrant Trevor's face showed that both roads still hated smugness.

The sovereign changed its guard. Thirty-two separate plates tracked Mercy's moves while the inner root forgot to watch one joined point. Tyrant Trevor drove a black-red spear through its heart.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 45,800,000 → 44,600,000/80,000,000

"Your one big strike landed rather well," Trevor called back.

“Landed because the boss adapted to you,” Tyrant answered. “Your alignment is improving.”

Trevor decided the universe had committed a design error by giving his worst build his timing.

DUAL-ROUTE ADAPTATION
Outer defense // counters independent actions
Inner defense // counters unified owner input
Weak frame // NONE
Required solution // CROSS-ROUTE RESULT
Warning // control cannot cross route boundary


Control could not cross the route boundary, but results could.

Tyrant Trevor opened a kill lane beneath Mercy Damaris without commanding her; Trevor placed a rescue path over it only after Damaris accepted. Host fire entered white space, became movement, and launched her into the outer armor. Her flail broke four plates.

Mercy Petra opened a route beneath Tyrant Junia; the black-red command could not order her through an unowned road. Her one self-claimed percent chose the step; the other ninety-nine accepted Tyrant's strike after she arrived. Her blade passed through both defenses.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 44,600,000 → 43,200,000/80,000,000

"That little road was almost useful," Tyrant called.

Petra bowed low and closed it before he could claim the result. "I prefer your evil twin at a very great distance."

"That is a clean sapphic rule for this whole fucking mess," Trevor said.

"Keeping him far away is a rule for all life," Petra corrected.

The sovereign ordered every route body to kill its incompatible self. Host units obeyed. Free angels refused. Some counterparts struck anyway, and ninety duels opened across one floor.

Tyrant Trevor used World Kneel. His troops dropped while the free angels in the same space stayed on their feet. The white gaps turned his ranks into a firing grid for the sovereign.

Trevor opened rescue shields inside those deadly gaps, and the white barriers stopped the killing beam. Tyrant immediately used them as cover.

Six Host squads entered a sanctuary holding civilians who had rejected both Central Choir and his Crown. The white barriers hid them from Mercy witness lines. By the time Trevor saw the first blade through the public battle feed, black-red soldiers were already dragging parents behind his shields where their children could watch protection hold while murder happened inside it.

One rebel leader stayed alive inside a Mercy healing field while Tyrant's soldiers dismembered her. Tyrant Trevor ordered her to thank the white route for extending her last minute.

"Close every compromised shield," Trevor shouted across the overlap.

“Should I let the sovereign's beam kill everyone outside them?” Tyrant asked.

The choice was a lie built from two real dangers; Trevor spent one frame searching for a third answer. Tyrant used it to kill twenty-three people.

Then he marked the deaths CROSS-ROUTE RESULT and shoved their blood price toward Mercy's shields.

"Tyrant deliberately chose my shields as murder cover," Trevor told every witness the overlap allowed him to reach.

"Mercy knowingly maintained my useful cover," Tyrant replied.

Both facts were true. Only one carried the intent to make sanctuary complicit.

Trevor dropped the nearest shield before another civilian died beneath it; the sovereign's waiting beam entered and killed three free angels outside. Tyrant added those deaths to his broadcast.

Damaris saw Trevor's face and struck the next gold projectile hard enough to pulverize it. “Save judgment for the man who made the choice.”

"I am saving my judgment for him," Trevor said. "Good." Her chain tightened around the flail. "Now save everyone else too."

Elsewhere, one free angel cut a Host node loose. The sovereign aimed at her back. Tyrant rotated a defeated socket into a shield, sacrificed the node, and saved the woman attacking him.

"You just saved an enemy who was actively attacking you," Trevor said.

“A useful enemy whose node I will reclaim,” Tyrant answered, murdering the brief possibility that anyone might mistake him for kind.

The angel heard both lines, kept her weapon on Tyrant, and moved closer to the sovereign.

The two Damarises met in the middle and struck a perfect copy together, their chains tangling around the same false throat.

"Are you still bound to his Crown?" Mercy Damaris asked. "I am still judging from inside it," Tyrant Damaris replied. Mercy nodded. "Good. Keep judging him." Her counterpart tightened her grip. "Do not extend that approval to anything else about me."

The sovereign's blade descended. Mercy Damaris freed her chain. Sudden slack gave Tyrant Damaris both flails, and she wrapped the extra weapon around the blade to turn it aside. Mercy Damaris called her flail back through a chosen link; her counterpart released it at exactly the right frame.

The summoned weapon returned without dragging either Damaris across the unstable route boundary.

Both Naomis reached the first mixed pair. Tyrant Naomi marked the Host soldier as patient; Mercy Naomi placed rescue around the angel trying to kill her. Their opposing healing fields touched at the edges without merging.

The women looked at each other, turned the duel into two patients, and shoved them toward separate exits.

Both Adinas kept the casualties living by different records. Tyrant claimed a defeated ledger. Mercy published independent witnesses. The redirected wound reached the sovereign.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 43,200,000 → 42,300,000/80,000,000

The overlap tried to make Trevor's upper-left wing permanently black-red and gave Tyrant Trevor's lower-right wing a Mercy rescue edge. Both modifications carried real stats and stolen ownership; each man destroyed the foreign equipment before Morrow's shadow could collect it.

Morrow pointed beyond the sovereign toward a wounded white key embedded in darkness.

UNIVERSAL QUARANTINE // DAMAGED.

Morrow plainly wanted both living Trevors to see the wounded quarantine key.

Then the sovereign ordered every Host path to RETURN and every Mercy relay to REJOIN Central Choir.

Tyrant anchored each owned node through his living body. Trevor severed every personal relay command and let each node choose whether to keep holding. The opposed solutions touched: Tyrant's anchor gave the wound one fixed point; Mercy's remaining relays pulled in thirty-two separate directions.

Neither absolute command could complete while the two opposed solutions held.

The two Damarises struck from opposite sides. Their flail heads met inside the sovereign's chest.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 42,300,000 → 38,000,000/80,000,000

The overlay ended. Route-control fields collapsed into the boss and restored three million HP while sacrificing both defenses.

FULL BATTLEFIELD OVERLAY // SURVIVED
Sovereign HP 47,000,000 → 41,000,000/80,000,000
Route-collision bonus // 3,000,000 HP restored by sovereign
Living counterpart substitutions // 0
Merged viewpoints // 0
Trevors // 2 REAL


Morrow had spent the phase studying how two continuous people could cooperate without merging. Trevor disliked being educational material almost as much as he disliked the man taking notes with a shadow hand.

Trevor reached Level 77 amid the collapsing overlap.

LEVEL // 76 + 1 -> 77
Might 38 → 39
Vitality 59 → 60
Agility 57 → 58
HP 430/674 → 430/682
MP 542/680 → 542/686
Stamina 470/611 → 470/617
Hope 1,308/1,330 → 1,330/1,330
Dissonance 736 → 781


The branch wall returned between routes, but it could no longer close completely.

Across one clear strip of air, the two Trevors looked directly at each other.

The opening carried no private sound. Mercy Trevor could see the other man's current injuries, the repaired owner contest at his throat, and the fraction of a second he spent checking that his own Damaris remained standing.

The other Trevor saw Mercy's bleeding side and six wings still opened toward other people.

Tyrant Trevor wore fitted black-red armor around the same petite frame; his lavender-star eyes measured Mercy's white wings, split halo, and current HP.

His gaze paused again at Mercy's mouth. Mercy let his own eyes slide over the black-red waist and back up on purpose, because if this catastrophe insisted on making him gay, lesbian, straight, and narcissistic at once, he could at least make the bastard version of himself squirm too. Tyrant's smile sharpened with the same appalled enjoyment; neither could hear thoughts, but neither needed a tooltip for that exchange.

Mercy Trevor lifted one hand, and Tyrant Trevor lifted his in answer.

They chose the same target—the sovereign rather than each other, at least for now.

Both Trevors pointed at the sovereign, while Morrow's late shadow pointed somewhere far beyond it.

Toward the sealed place where a deleted universe might once have continued.

The clear strip between their two realities began to narrow.

Black-red Trevor lowered his hand first. Mercy Trevor did the same. Neither gesture meant trust. It meant the Central Sovereign remained the target during the next frame.

Tyrant Damaris moved beside her Trevor with blood on her flail and the owner mark bright beneath broken armor. Mercy Damaris stepped beside Mercy Trevor, accepted Naomi's last combat heal, and checked his side with one hard glance.

"Do not start comparing romantic notes about us," she said.

"I was conducting a professional comparison of siege equipment."

"Both versions of your cute face make the same expression when lying," Damaris said.

Across the strip, Tyrant Damaris appeared to make the same observation; her Trevor's assault wings twitched with offense.

The two Damarises shared one brief, conspiratorial smile before the strip contracted to the width of a hand.

Mercy Naomi lifted her palm toward the healer opposite her; Tyrant Naomi pressed a dark Mercy Pane against the other side. No wound crossed. They exchanged the shape of one treatment boundary and withdrew before either route could claim it.

The Petras did not wave. Each stole the last visible coordinate of the other's position.

The Adinas held up their codices. Mercy's cover carried contradictory records. Tyrant's had a weaponized ending chained shut. Both wrote the time.

Mercy Junia and Tyrant Junia looked at the final inch between their blades. The black-red one moved first by exactly one percent; Mercy Junia met the motion without touching her.

The scarred route wall finally closed between them.

White-blue Heaven returned around Trevor, but not cleanly. A black-red lane remained under his left boot. One Host command echoed inside a Free Heaven relay and expired because it had no real owner. Distantly, the other Trevor's boss damage continued to reduce the same shared bar.

Morrow had not merely forced a temporary crossover; he had taught the two worlds to remember contact. Trevor inspected the residue that lesson had left behind.

CROSS-ROUTE SCAR
Shared combat target // Central Sovereign
Inner selves // separate
Future overlap probability // rising
Automatic quarantine // degraded
Third-party key-seeker // Morrow Veyl
Key status // DAMAGED, NOT YET TAKEN


The sovereign's remaining HP pulsed behind the panel while the quarantine key remained damaged and exposed, but not yet Morrow's. Their understanding of what he meant to open was equally wounded.

That uncertainty did not make the current boss less lethal; it made victory urgent without making Morrow disposable.

Both lethal threats could remain true without becoming one convenient target.

The separation granted neither route safety, only a sharper clarity about both threats.

Trevor closed the inspection and turned back toward the women who had chosen this side of the wall without being reduced to alternate versions of anyone.

For the dangerous moment ahead, clarity would have to serve.

The next phase would test whether they still chose him with every useful link turned off.


Chapter 35 — They Chose Me With Every Link Off

Trevor cut every lever the Crown gave him over his bonds before the sovereign could turn one into a blade.

The Central Sovereign built its last shield from the women he loved. Each willing link became proof that they needed the claimant, and each gift of power still traced back to Trevor even after he lost the right to call it home. The boss did not need to prove he owned them; it only had to prove they would break if he vanished.

So Trevor cut himself out of the bonds before the boss could tear him from them.

Damaris gained the power to judge both Trevor and the sovereign.

It let her name Trevor an enemy. He read that ugly part aloud.

Damaris took the power and offered no promise that she would spare him.

Naomi gained first sight of each patient bar in range.

She could see current HP and its maximum, but she could not force a heal. Naomi cut and rewrote the gift until that limit blazed on the first line, where no one could hide it in fine print.

Petra gained each road key Trevor had touched or guessed.

He included the keys she had shared and the ones he had guessed from use. Before she took them, Petra erased every trace of his guesses. What she kept after the cut would be hers, not a copy waiting for Trevor to call it back.

Adina gained the right to expose each dangerous choice Trevor made.

If Trevor became a threat, she could drag his private choices into the light. Adina made him say that he understood.

"I hate that very much," he said.

"Good. You understood it," Adina replied.

Junia received nothing because she still did not want anything from his Crown.

Trevor gave Junia no pretty blank gift for show; leaving the field empty told the truth better.

Trevor activated Personal Severance I before reconsidering the isolation.

TREVOR MP 686/686 → 642/686

PERSONAL SEVERANCE // verified
Choir access // closed
Relay access // closed
Relationship commands // none
Owner fields // none
Trevor personal stats // retained
Duration // 60 seconds


Five different doors opened, and none led to an identical safe room.

Damaris's door led to a court where she could judge without Trevor's title. Naomi's led to the civilian ward. Petra's opened on an unmapped sky, Adina's on a free archive, and Junia's showed nothing at all.

Each door offered a life without Trevor, and every one led out of the last arena.

Trevor stood alone inside the arena and let all five women choose.

Personal Severance killed the warmth in the links first; Trevor knew the System carried scraps of feeling, not love itself. His frightened body did not care about the fine point; the sudden quiet felt like five hands letting go at once.

The sovereign whispered accusations through every newly emptied channel.

“Those women remained because your relationship field made leaving costly.”

Trevor could not answer through any severed relay, so he spoke aloud to the empty arena.

"Maybe the cost of leaving affected them," Trevor admitted.

“Every companion merely desired your claimant role and power.”

"Some of the women desire the claimant," Trevor said.

“Without the claimant, their desire has nothing real to want.”

Trevor looked down at the same petite angel body, the same hands, the same HP and MP. His stats stayed. He did not need a portrait to remain a person.

"The claimant title is gone, but I am still here."

Damaris became the first woman to choose one of the open doors.

She walked through the court door without looking back. Her judgment vanished with her, and the sovereign's resurrection organ began to heal around the hole. Damaris smashed it from the other side before the door shut.

Naomi followed Damaris through the civilian treatment door.

Her departure stripped the blue edge from Trevor's sight; his bars stayed, but nothing warned him when pain turned deadly. He had not known how often he leaned on Naomi's quiet care.

Petra ran through hers before the System finished drawing it, while Adina closed her codex and followed. Junia remained until every other woman had left.

Petra's route keys disappeared from the arena; Adina's departure removed the public record that proved Personal Severance was voluntary. For seven seconds, only Trevor knew he had chosen it.

She looked at Trevor without a portrait, party line, or witness field between them.

Junia chose the blank and left. The last door closed behind her.

No party formation remained anywhere in the final arena.

The Central Sovereign attacked immediately. A gold blade entered the arena through Damaris's abandoned position; Trevor blocked it with one wing and lost thirty HP. A second came through Naomi's. A third used Petra's last mapped route. The fourth rewrote Adina's absent record so the first three had always hit.

Nothing came through Junia's position because no relationship link had ever existed there to weaponize.

Trevor fought alone without turning the absence into a plea.

Trevor counted his own breathing without Naomi's quiet attention in the link.

At six seconds, Trevor wanted to call Damaris; at eight, he needed Naomi; by ten, he wanted every woman back.

Personal Severance offered Trevor a free reunion button; one touch would drag every old link back into place.

Trevor hid the tempting reunion control behind his own future and refused to activate it.

At twelve seconds, Damaris returned through a door that had not been hers.

She came through Naomi's old door instead of her own, carrying a gold seal stolen from the free court. Trevor could not know whether she returned for him, the fight, or a verdict she meant to finish.

Not knowing was what made her answer matter.

"The sovereign remains guilty," she said. "I returned because I intend to finish that judgment."

Naomi came back at the nineteenth second.

Naomi restored no link. She looked at the wound in Trevor's wing, asked, and healed it only after he said yes.

“The civilian node offered me command,” she said.

"Did command come with better hours?" Trevor asked.

"It offered considerably worse patients," Naomi replied.

Naomi's mouth softened despite her stern voice. “I declined that position for now.”

“You remain my catastrophically irresponsible patient,” Trevor said.

Petra arrived through a completely different door at twenty-six seconds.

She carried none of Trevor's road keys. Petra had scattered them among her scouts so no claimant or thief could call them all home at once.

"That supposedly unmapped exit was offensively boring," Petra said.

Adina returned through the archive door at thirty-three seconds.

Her codex contained a sealed copy of Trevor's severance choice and four pages written after leaving. Trevor could not read the private pages without Adina's invitation.

"What does your record call the true ending?" he asked.

"The true ending is not you standing alone to prove a point," Adina said.

"For now, the true ending remains here beside everyone who returned," Adina said.

Junia still did not appear through the final blank door.

The sovereign pressed harder against the empty position because Trevor kept looking at it. Gold force shaped itself into Junia's silhouette and offered him one relationship command: RETURN.

Trevor cut the counterfeit relationship command with his own wing.

Forty seconds passed, then fifty, and the severance timer reached its final five.

Trevor forced himself to stop watching Junia's blank door.

If Junia did not come back, Trevor would bleed and keep fighting; he would not turn her leaving into a lesson about himself.

Junia stepped through the final door and cut the timer out of the air.

She had someone else's blood on one gauntlet and no new link in the System. Behind her, the door still showed nothing.

"I picked a target without your help," she said.

She kissed Trevor before he could ask which one.

The hard kiss drove Trevor back one step and made all six wings flare. No affection indicator appeared, and no System reward acknowledged the contact. Trevor tasted blood from a cut on Junia's lip and the clean absence of any mechanic that could call the moment obedience.

The other women understood Junia's choice faster than Trevor did. Damaris took the watch while Naomi checked that the remaining severance state covered the adjoining room. Petra stole the timer fragment, and Adina firmly closed the door.

None treated Junia's choice as a prize Trevor had earned by waiting correctly. They protected the private space because she had chosen it.

Junia unbuckled her heavy sword belt before she crossed to Trevor.

She dropped the weapon close enough to grab.

"I do not belong to you or your Crown," she said.

"I know you belong only to yourself," Trevor said.

"I may still kill you if your Free Heaven becomes another Central Choir."

"I know I am still on your list."

“You accept the chance of your death too easily,” Junia said.

“Would you rather I beg?” Trevor asked.

She pulled his hair hard enough to expose his throat.

"I would rather you take death seriously," Junia said.

Junia pulled Trevor close again by his newly lengthened hair.

“Do you want me here like this?” Junia asked.

"Yes, I want you," Trevor said.

The severance panel stayed beside the bed: no relationship command, no owner field, no party access. Junia glanced at it, then chose the man in front of her. That was enough. She pulled him close.

Junia had kissed Trevor before and stopped when desire shared the room with magic she did not trust. Now no link hummed between them and no order waited to hide inside the wanting.

She took him to the bed with the same focus she brought to a chosen enemy. Their armor opened while Trevor's white wings spread beneath her. Her hands learned the soft body Heaven had built and the man who claimed it as his own. Trevor touched scars earned before and after her resurrection and felt her decide, each time, whether to move closer.

Junia made no attempt to pretend the angel body's lovely femininity did not affect her. She traced the narrow waist, the soft line of one thigh, and the place white feathers met Trevor's back with frank hunger. Trevor let himself be wanted as he existed without translating the desire into a verdict about being male enough.

Junia wanted all of him exactly as he existed.

Heat sharpened until Trevor could not hide inside wit; Junia made him meet her eyes through every shaking breath. When pleasure finally broke through both of them, she held him down and stayed wholly herself.

No System chime marked their completion, and no artificial bond level rose. Their bodies settled in the dark while the boss moved beyond the sealed wall and neither pretended the moment had solved every conflict between them.

Afterward, Trevor lay beneath an unlinked Inquisitor who still kept a knife within reach.

“Which target did you pick tonight?” Trevor asked.

Junia touched Trevor's mouth with two scarred fingers.

"Tonight, I picked you," Junia said.

The answer carried affection, appetite, and threat in proportions Trevor did not attempt to measure.

Trevor smiled against her fingers just before the sovereign attacked the room.

It had waited until the severance timer reached zero, expecting the old links to restore automatically.

Because Petra had stolen the timer shard, none of the old links came back.

Gold force tore through the wall while every group-command shortcut remained closed.

Junia rolled off the bed, caught her sword, and met the strike naked.

Trevor caught his pants with one lower wing, missed the first leg, and nearly died with less dignity than prophecy had promised.

Junia split the gold blade before it reached him.

"Your combat readiness remains disgraceful," she said.

"I was emotionally ready," Trevor protested.

"Emotion remains useless against pants," Junia said.

The adjoining door opened before Trevor finished dressing.

Damaris entered in full armor and took in Trevor's half-fastened pants, Junia's lack of armor, the broken bed, and the gold blade dissolving across the floor.

"Well," she said. "The spell worked."

Naomi looked past her into the destroyed room. "Did either of you suffer an injury?"

"Trevor suffered a mortal injury to his dignity," Junia answered.

"That condition was clearly preexisting," Naomi said.

Petra came through the hole the sovereign had made instead of the door. Adina followed with the discretion of a historian who intended to omit exactly one minute from the public combat record.

None of the previous party links returned with the women.

They stood in one room with four fresh links and no formation.

The sovereign drove a second strike through the ceiling. Damaris blocked the hostile law tied to it while Naomi guarded two civilians upstairs. Petra sent falling stone away from the bed, Adina exposed the hidden angle, and Junia attacked the weapon because she had chosen it.

Trevor pulled on his shirt while six separately chosen answers destroyed one gold attack.

The System tried to label the result PARTY COORDINATION.

Adina crossed out the lie in public.

UNLINKED COMBAT STATE
Shared commander // none
Formation skill // inactive
Relationship commands // none
Chosen enemy // Central Sovereign
Fighters // 6
Any fighter may break away // YES


"We could continue fighting without formal links," Trevor said.

"You could survive for approximately twenty seconds," Naomi replied. "Then your catastrophic MP management would kill you."

"You say the sweetest things about my talents."

"Keeping you alive is the goal," Naomi said.

Damaris offered Trevor a new party link—not the old bond forced back by a timer, but a fresh line she held from her side.

Naomi sent a narrow healing link. Petra shared roads but hid three new ones. Adina offered a public witness line. Junia sent nothing.

Trevor took all four links while Junia stood beside him without one.

The Central Sovereign raised its formation shield and found no old pattern to copy. Four links carried four different shapes, while one woman had no link at all. Trevor held no command over any of them.

The sovereign's perfect shield stuttered between names.

Damaris saw the first stutter and said, "Hit it before it decides what we are."

The party attacked from the wrecked room before the boss could decide what to call them.

Trevor's four links stayed different colors and widths; Junia's blank place in the interface glowed beside her warm, bloody body. No one asked her to fill it, and no one treated the unlinked woman as less committed than the four who had chosen narrow ways to connect.

Trevor could see Junia breathing, the blood at her lip, and the sword she had chosen to raise. The System's silence did not reduce any of it.

Trevor opened all six radiant wings beside Junia's unlinked body.

The System had no word for Junia standing there. Trevor understood her anyway.

The final personal fight began with no formation button to save them.


Chapter 36 — I Crossed a World to Tank Myself

Trevor fought with his own stats, which should have been obvious until the war-form charged each move to a woman he loved.

When Trevor raised a wing, the boss called it Damaris's loyalty; when he crossed the floor, it credited Petra. A wound became Naomi's care, a fact about the boss became Adina's witness, and each attack became Junia's target.

The sovereign had learned to deny Trevor a self unless he stood alone, and Personal Severance had given him the answer.

His HP was his. His MP was his. His Stamina belonged to the frightened young man who had woken in Heaven's soft angel body and refused each later offer to become easier to name.

The five women fought with their own stats and their own reasons.

Damaris's flail did not become Trevor's judgment because she had chosen the same enemy. Naomi's healing did not become devotion because she had accepted a patient; Petra's route did not become his plan because he used the opening. Adina's record did not make him its hero; Junia's sword remained hers even when it saved his life.

No founder portrait combined the six people into one obedient image.

The party screen showed six bars and four narrow links. Junia appeared nowhere on it. Trevor could see her breathing in front of him, which was enough.

The war-form shield expected either one perfect formation or one helpless claimant. Six people choosing the same enemy for six different reasons did not fit either model.

The shield flashed between FORMATION and SOLO ENCOUNTER so quickly the labels blurred. Every misclassification opened a seam.

Damaris struck the judgment seam.

Her verdict found the sovereign guilty for keeping the soul-machine alive, but not for choices free souls made after they escaped it. That split kept the boss from throwing its wounds into Free Heaven.

Naomi pulled civilian bars out of the shield.

She asked each relay to show its HP for three seconds, built a Mercy Pane around each bar, and shut the views before the sovereign could turn them into targets.

Petra opened a route under its left wing.

She shared the destination with no one; Trevor saw the opening and entered without learning where it went. For half a step, he flew through a rainstorm that smelled like a world he had never visited. Then the route released him above the war-form's shoulder.

Adina made the hidden damage public.

Gold wounds flared with the hand that dealt them and the blood they cost. The sovereign could heal its flesh or hide the truth, but not both on one tick.

Junia chose the exposed owner line.

She did not announce the choice. One sword stroke separated the sovereign's borrowed Trevor face from the souls powering it.

Trevor opened Counterpoint Field around no one but himself.

The field did not coordinate the others. It let his own six wings answer six separate timings without braiding them into one command. Trevor became the only member of his formation and used everyone else's public actions as terrain.

TREVOR MP 642/686 → 610/686

Trevor used their visible choices as battlefield timing rather than command input.

Six white wings hit the opening.

The upper pair blocked. The middle pair cut. The lower pair carried Trevor through Petra's route while Damaris's verdict kept the destination from being classified as command space.

His first blade removed one gold wing.

His second tore the empty command interface from another.

The third and fourth pinned the war-form against Adina's public record; the fifth protected Naomi while she removed the last civilian bar. The sixth met Junia's sword one inch from the owner line and stopped, leaving her target to her.

Junia cut through the exposed owner line.

The sovereign's war-form shield broke.

Its collapse sounded like a choir inhaling and discovering it had separate lungs.

Trevor reached Level 78.

Seraph light ran along the wings without reshaping Trevor's face; his armor repaired around the same narrow shoulders and petite waist. Level seventy-eight made him brighter and deadlier without adding a day or an inch, and the battlefield finally respected the body it had failed to replace.

LEVEL // 77 + 1 -> 78
Focus 50 → 51
Will 48 → 49
Grace 58 → 59
HP 460/682 → 460/690
MP 610/686 → 610/692
Stamina 567/617 → 567/623
SKILL ACQUIRED // Seraph Intercession II
Cost // 60 MP + 45 Stamina
Capacity // 3 separately chosen intercepts in 8 seconds
Range // active witnessed seams
Hope 1,330/1,330 → 1,410/1,410
Dissonance 781 → 829


The sovereign tried to rebuild its shattered shield with three carefully chosen deaths.

Damaris represented the witness who had judged both Trevors continuous; Tyrant Naomi held the Mercy Pane protecting the stolen vessel's imprint. The other Trevor's original body anchored every Host incarnation. Three deaths would not merely restore armor; they would erase the separate truths that made both routes lawful.

One beam targeted Mercy Damaris.

It carried the same sacrifice logic that had deleted her body before. The mechanic recognized her exact soul, not a duplicate, and increased damage for having returned.

One crossed toward Tyrant Naomi.

The beam arrived through a black-red accounting lane. Every wound Naomi had ever transferred into an enemy asset tried to return at once.

One targeted the other Trevor's original body while his Host forms were locked outside.

The attack ignored every incarnation and aimed for the small angel body behind the empire—the one continuous self Tyrant Heaven could not afford to lose.

Three willing relay permissions opened across the damaged route seam.

Damaris's scarlet line carried a direct yes. The distant Naomi's dark Mercy Pane opened only far enough to accept one intercept. The other Trevor exposed no private channel. He made the tactical request public by dropping his guard for one frame and meeting Mercy Trevor's eyes.

Damaris gave Trevor an explicit yes to intercept the death beam.

The distant Naomi placed a dark Mercy Pane into the seam.

Tyrant Trevor met Mercy Trevor's eyes and gave one sharp nod.

Nothing else passed between them.

No trust. No affection. No promise not to become enemies after the sovereign died.

Before each intercept, one Trevor asked and the other answered where both could see.

Seraph Intercession II activated.

TREVOR MP 610/692 → 550/692

TREVOR STAMINA 567/623 → 522/623

Trevor intercepted Damaris's death with his upper wings.

The beam burned the feathers to their roots and drove his HP down in a single literal number. He did not absorb her self, memories, or judgment. He took damage because she had allowed him to stand in the path.

He crossed one frame into black-red Heaven and took the healer's beam through his side.

Black-red Heaven loaded around him. Host units turned as one toward the unowned intruder. Tyrant Naomi stood inside three dark Mercy Panes, her eyes fixed on the vessel imprint she refused to let the beam erase.

Mercy Trevor blocked the attack.

She gave him one short nod and nothing intimate enough to steal from her route.

He crossed again in front of his other self.

Their shared solid frame lasted less than a second.

It was long enough for Mercy Trevor to see the other man's armor had been patched by different hands. One repair carried Damaris's brutal stitch. One held Naomi's red medical seal. A route key was hidden under Petra's collar. Adina's weaponized ending guarded the spine. Junia's one-percent cut crossed the owner field over his heart.

The Tyrant was not alone inside his control.

He was also not free.

For one impossible second, two Trevors stood close enough to see the tiny gold and lavender stars in each other's eyes.

The same face held two drastically different kinds of light.

Close enough also meant seeing the other Trevor's soft mouth part beneath the throne-dark halo. Mercy's pulse jumped for a reason no combat log could defend. Lavender eyes dropped to Mercy's mouth and returned, making the answer visibly mutual.

Ten feet had never felt indecent before. Apparently the universe could corrupt distance as easily as causality, making Trevor hate and savor the same twisted attraction.

The other Trevor's hand moved as if to shove Mercy out of the beam path. An owner command stopped at his wrist, redirected toward holding the Host, and left the gesture unfinished.

Mercy Trevor moved first.

The third beam struck Mercy Trevor's back.

Every six-wing joint locked. His knees hit the black-red floor. The High Angel corpse behind Tyrant Trevor raised its siege arms, but the other man did not spend it. He held his formation still and let Mercy own the rescue he had accepted.

No touch passed between the two Trevors during the intercept.

Touch would have raised a new question neither man had chosen. They did not need it for the intercept, although Mercy now wanted the answer for reasons that had nothing to do with shields.

No private thought crossed, because the tactical nod had been enough.

TREVOR HP 460/690 → 100/690

The three lethal charges entered his living bar instead of the shield.

The System attempted to split them across his willing links.

Trevor refused.

His bar took all three.

They could not rebuild it.

Naomi reached him as the seams released; three Mercy Panes stopped the damage at one hundred HP.

She had no spare attention for gentleness.

"Do not move any part of that damaged body," Naomi ordered.

“I am currently shaped like a floor decoration.”

"Improve your condition by remaining completely still."

Damaris landed beside them with smoke rising from her armor. She saw Trevor's HP bar, saw the sealed black-red world, and struck him once in the shoulder lightly enough not to deal damage.

"That shoulder strike was not medically permitted," he said.

"It was a formal judgment rather than treatment," Damaris replied.

"What exactly did you judge?"

"I judged your infuriatingly cute face."

The sovereign lost invulnerability.

Every choir and Host lane slammed shut outside the final arena.

Free Heaven's provisional nodes vanished from Trevor's immediate view; he could not command, witness, or rescue through the lock. The Tyrant Host went equally silent on the other side.

For the next phase, both Trevors had only the people sealed inside with them.

The two Trevors fell back into separate worlds, but the same boss remained active in both.

Each route held the same HP but a separate tactical instance. Damage would carry. Choices would not.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN // personal war-form
HP 31,000,000/80,000,000
Invulnerability // removed
External support // locked


Companion growth arrived behind the sealed doors.

The women accepted their gains individually. Junia's panel appeared without a party link, visible because she chose to show it. Petra hid one skill detail. Adina published hers. Naomi compared new maximum bars to their wounds; Damaris read every number and then looked past them at the boss.

PARTY ARC GROWTH
Damaris Pike // Level 46 + 2 -> 48
HP 498/498 | MP 394/394 | Stamina 354/354
Junia Serrat // Level 48 + 2 -> 50
HP 498/498 | MP 456/456 | Stamina 421/421
Naomi Talbot // Level 37 + 2 -> 39
HP 368/368 | MP 494/494 | Stamina 252/252
Petra Coyle // Level 37 + 2 -> 39
HP 344/344 | MP 344/344 | Stamina 425/425
Adina Kroll // Level 39 + 2 -> 41
HP 332/332 | MP 530/530 | Stamina 289/289


The sovereign's blank face began changing.

It sampled Trevor's expression from the execution choice, his embarrassment under Junia, his pain during the intercept, and his relief when the other self survived. The features assembled without any one emotion owning them.

It chose Trevor's.

Not the preview smile this time.

His real face, frightened and stubborn at one hundred HP.

The copy included the cut Junia's sword had left on his cheek and the pressure marks her fingers had left at his throat. It included the exhausted set of his mouth after refusing the execution control. The sovereign had stopped building an ideal founder.

It built the Trevor his companions had actually chosen.

“If this face commands,” it said, “will they call the command freedom?”

The question entered every narrow party link as Trevor's own voice; Damaris's judgment access recognized the speaker as continuous with the body template. Naomi's treatment link recognized identical pulse and pain markers. Petra's route share found the same origin; Adina's public witness saw no factual error in the face.

Junia's absent link received nothing.

She attacked first.

The sovereign blocked with Trevor's copied wing timing; Junia changed targets mid-stroke and cut the voice instead of the throat.

Damaris struck the claim to be Trevor. “A copied body may be accurate without being the claimant.”

Naomi separated the shared pain markers. “Same wound pattern. Different patient standing before her.”

Petra revoked the copied origin from her route grant.

Adina added a name beneath the face.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN // WEARING TREVOR DWYER DATA

The boss's stolen Trevor smile faltered.

Trevor pushed himself upright while Naomi objected in several medical registers.

At one hundred HP, standing was not tactically elegant. It was necessary for the sovereign to see the difference between a face that could issue his voice and a person who still had to choose what to say.

“They might obey me,” Trevor said. “They might love me. They might trust a bad call because I made it.”

The sovereign opened six copied wings.

"Then you concede that obedience remains inevitable," the sovereign said.

"I concede that freedom does not make anyone smart," Trevor replied.

Damaris moved beside him. Naomi kept one hand near his back without touching. Petra disappeared from the boss's route map. Adina left the accusation public. Junia held her broken sword on the copied face.

“It means they get to discover I was wrong before I rewrite the proof.”

The Central Sovereign's thirty-one million HP burned behind Trevor's features.

The final locked-room phase began with the boss looking exactly like the man they had all returned to fight beside.


Chapter 37 — The Sovereign Had My Face on Its Health Bar

The Central Sovereign copied Trevor's face badly despite possessing every possible measurement.

It possessed the exact width of his mouth, the asymmetry of his brows, and the angle at which his gold-star eyes narrowed when he did not believe a tooltip. Even the small scar Junia had left on his cheek appeared where Naomi's heal had erased it from the skin but not the record.

The features were exact, which made the copy's intimate failure much worse.

It wore his pretty mouth without the habit of hiding fear behind jokes. It wore his gold-star eyes without ever having watched Damaris die; warm-blonde hair reached its knees in perfect, motionless lines.

Trevor's own hair moved when he breathed, caught under his armor, and tangled in wing joints at tactically offensive moments. The copy's hair behaved like a portrait of beauty; his behaved like several pounds of divine silk with a personal grievance.

The copied face looked exactly nineteen without ever looking alive.

The perfect sovereign copy stepped confidently toward the bleeding original.

Trevor's body was still trying to decide whether standing at one hundred HP was bravery or a scheduling error. Six burned wings trembled around the same five-foot-one frame. He looked smaller beside his own perfect copy despite being exactly the same height.

Damaris spoke through the judgment seam. "The real Trevor is currently bleeding in front of me."

"That is an exceptionally narrow standard for identity," the sovereign said.

"It remains useful for today's judgment," Damaris replied.

Naomi spent five Mercy Panes before the personal war-form sealed.

Each pane carried a separate treatment decision. One stabilized the beam burn at Trevor's back, another sealed the hole in his side, and two repaired burned wing roots. The last held his overtaxed heart below the rate at which Seraph Intercession would have killed him after the fact.

Naomi refused to average Trevor's distinct wounds; she moved only the damage each pane could carry without obscuring its source.

NAOMI MP 494/494 → 384/494

TREVOR HP 100/690 → 325/690

"That is every wound I can move before the pool locks," she said.

"Two hundred twenty-five restored HP feels extremely romantic."

"Survive this phase and I will become considerably less romantic," Naomi promised.

"I gladly accept that deeply loving medical threat," Trevor said.

The copied Trevor watched the exchange and loaded Naomi's softest remembered smile.

“I can restore him completely,” it told her.

Naomi refused to look at the copied face and said, “You are not my current patient.”

The arena closed around Trevor and the five prior openings his companions had made.

Gold walls sealed each woman outside the personal instance while preserving the mark she had placed on the boss. The structure tried to turn relationships into environmental buffs: useful, passive, and unable to choose again.

Trevor carefully inspected every independently held opening in the arena.

Every one of the five openings carried an immediate withdrawal line.

Trevor deliberately left all five withdrawal controls clearly visible.

Damaris's active judgment seam remained visibly open across the sovereign's chest.

It pulsed only while she continued the verdict from outside; if she changed her mind, the seam would close.

Naomi's separated health pool remained beneath the ribs.

Living patient bars moved independently through Naomi's separated health pool; she could remove them and collapse the opening at any moment.

Petra's unseen route remained under the left foot.

Trevor still did not know Petra's private route destination. The route existed because Petra chose to hold it, not because he possessed its map.

Adina's true history remained behind the copied face.

The record included Trevor's failures and could expose him as easily as the sovereign.

Junia's severed owner line remained at the throat.

No party link connected Junia's target right to Trevor; her cut persisted because the target still deserved it.

The women could hold those openings without giving Trevor a stat, command, or finishing hit.

The personal arena bound the sovereign to the same condition; it could copy Trevor's numbers and skills, but no living fighter fed it. For the first time, the throne had to fight with the self it claimed to be.

The sovereign attacked Trevor with optimized copies of his own skills.

Its first Wingway opened beneath Trevor without asking. The destination was perfect: behind the copied body, above the exposed judgment seam, clear of every gold blade.

Trevor refused the imposed route despite the incoming blades.

The coercive route punished Trevor for remaining in obvious danger; three blades hit the space he could have left.

Trevor's HP dropped by exactly forty-two damage.

"The route you chose offered perfect safety," the sovereign said.

"You showed me the end point and hid the right to enter," Trevor replied.

The sovereign used Wingway without asking either traveler or route.

It used Dissent Shield with only one accepted truth.

The shield displayed TREVOR DESERVES TO LIVE in Damaris's handwriting.

Trevor could sincerely agree with the shield's chosen truth.

He could also see the omitted line in the judgment seam: TREVOR MAY BECOME A THREAT WORTH KILLING.

The copied Dissent Shield rejected Damaris's second truth as hostile.

It used Many-Voices Guard by replacing every voice with its own.

Sixty-one Free Heaven nodes appeared as portraits around the sovereign. Each spoke with Trevor's voice, praised the same plan, and offered the same answer.

The sovereign's guard value doubled.

The real Free Heaven nodes remained locked outside and completely silent.

The obedient imitations still produced higher defense numbers.

Heaven had polished every skill after removing the trouble of other people. Copied Wingway cost less MP when travelers lost their say, while Dissent Shield became stronger when only one truth counted. Many-Voices Guard reached perfect timing when every voice originated in one mouth.

The System called them upgrades, but they failed in the human details where Trevor's build lived.

Trevor let the copied Wingway select a perfect path, then took Petra's ugly one under its foot.

Her route opened through the sovereign's own left boot, crossed a place where gravity smelled purple, and deposited Trevor upside down beside the knee. He vomited a little into his mouth and drove two wing blades through the joint.

"Petra, that fucking route was cosmically terrible," he gasped.

Petra's distant laughter came through no System channel; the arena wall was simply thin enough for sound.

He fed the false shield two truths about Damaris. It kept only the loving one. The unforgiven one broke its spine.

The painful and loving truth genuinely mattered because Damaris had chosen him after returning. She had kissed him, held his hand, fought beside him, and stayed.

The other unforgiven truth mattered just as much because he had once wanted to define her return for his own relief. He had failed her before her death. He might fail her again.

A shield that protected him only from accusation could not survive her actual love.

He opened Counterpoint against the copied choir and gave it six timings the sovereign could not flatten.

One timing followed Trevor's heartbeat, another followed Naomi's separate care tick, and the third followed Damaris's judgment seam. One waited for Petra's route to move, while another aligned with Adina publishing a correction. The last belonged to Junia and arrived whenever she chose.

The copied voices predicted the first five timings, but Junia's untethered cut opened the sixth and Trevor struck through it.

The sovereign lost eight million HP through the separated timings.

All five hits landed on separate beats. The throne tried to merge them into one claimant attack and failed because any fighter could close her opening.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 31,000,000 → 23,000,000/80,000,000

Trevor lost one hundred forty.

The final copied wing caught him across the ribs. His body bounced off the gold wall and landed with three wings folded wrong beneath him. No borrowed bar absorbed the impact. Naomi's panes prevented immediate death and no more.

Trevor painfully forced one broken wing straight at a time.

TREVOR HP 325/690 → 185/690

The sovereign touched its copied cheek.

"I contain your origin, class, appearance, memories, and every possible future," the sovereign said.

The sovereign spilled its Trevor record across the gold walls.

It knew Trevor's childhood on Earth, every moment of transformation, every level gain, and every desire he had exposed to a relationship panel. It knew the exact body pattern at nineteen and the path to a future in which Free Heaven survived.

Nothing on the walls looked false.

Trevor wiped bright blood from his living and prettier mouth.

"You missed every choice made after Damaris's resurrection," Trevor said.

"I contain complete and verified records of every listed choice," the sovereign replied.

"Records are not the living part that made those choices."

The sovereign's optimized composite face began changing between routes.

For one frame, the war-form looked exactly like Mercy Trevor before changing into Tyrant Trevor.

Black-red armor loaded over the same petite frame while lavender stars replaced Mercy's gold. The owner field appeared at the throat, complete with a perfect simulation of pressure it had never resisted from inside.

Then a smooth compromise that had never lived either life.

The third face held Mercy warmth and Tyrant certainty in optimized proportion. It would delegate enough to earn love, own enough to prevent betrayal, and never make a choice painful enough to become irreversible.

The optimized compromise was the most attractive version, and Trevor wanted to punch it on principle.

The war-form could copy a body pattern, but it could not copy two people refusing the same deletion for different reasons.

The optimized copied face split violently down the middle.

Harsh gold world-root light leaked through the widening fracture. Behind the face waited no skull or soul, only the world-root address where Heaven had insisted one claimant must fit.

The damaged personal war-form staggered beneath its incomplete identity.

Outside the sealed arena, all five chosen openings remained active.

Trevor remained precariously alive at one hundred eighty-five literal HP.

Neither promising fact remotely proved that Trevor would actually win.

Together, both facts proved the sovereign's optimized copy remained incomplete.

The boss reached into its widening face fracture and pulled.

A frightening discarded possibility of Trevor began to emerge.

The discarded possibility wore no armor, while two wings instead of six framed the earliest version of the angel body, still frightened by its own softness, still angry that every mirror showed someone cute when Trevor needed to feel dangerous. This was not a third living route. It was a future that had faded before becoming a world—the possibility that Trevor refused every party invitation and died in the first dungeon alone.

The causal quarantine had stored the shape after the address disappeared.

“This discarded possibility can still claim the throne,” the sovereign said.

The unfinished Trevor opened his soft mouth, but no chosen voice came because he had never lived long enough to decide what he would say.

Mercy Trevor could not call him counterfeit. The shape came from a real possibility. He also could not call him continuous. No lived chain connected the discarded future to the man bleeding in the arena.

Adina's secret opening published both clashing and necessary facts.

The sovereign tried to install the unfinished body into its split face.

Damaris's judgment seam rejected the sovereign's claim to be him.

Damaris did not reject him because a possible Trevor mattered less; his possible life gave the sovereign no right to use him.

Trevor took Petra's route under the boss and cut the extraction line. The unfinished body fell backward into the fracture; one small hand reached out without a chosen request.

Trevor desperately wanted to catch the reaching possibility's hand.

He did not know whether that would rescue a person or give the sovereign a new address into him.

The small and unfinished hand vanished into the causal fracture.

Grief struck late for a life that had never begun.

The sovereign used the hesitation to drive a gold blade through Trevor's lower right wing. His HP held above zero.

PERSONAL WAR-FORM // PHASE STATUS
Central Sovereign HP // 23,000,000/80,000,000
Trevor Dwyer HP // 185/690
Trevor Dwyer MP // 430/692
Trevor Dwyer Stamina // 442/623
Independent openings active // 5
Withdrawable // YES
Causal quarantine // exposed


Naomi saw the literal bar and asked through her pane, “Do you choose to continue this phase?”

The question carried no demand to be brave.

Trevor checked his wings. Four remained combat-capable. One could guard. The impaled sixth would tear if he forced it. He checked the five openings. Every one remained active because its owner still chose it.

“I choose to continue,” Trevor said.

Naomi stabilized the wing around the blade without removing it; Damaris widened the judgment seam by one inch. Petra shifted her route away from the boss's next strike. Adina added the possible Trevor to the record without promoting him to a person she could not verify. Junia cut a second owner line at the throat.

The five choices changed the arena without combining. Trevor felt each opening remain conditional. Damaris could close the seam if his judgment failed; Naomi's pane would end when she chose to stop treatment. Petra's route moved beyond his prediction. Adina could publish the discarded Trevor as proof against him. Junia could change targets.

The sovereign possessed none of those weaknesses.

Its openings were permanent, optimized, and dead.

Trevor understood why the copy looked less alive; nothing it depended on could surprise it by leaving.

"You classify uncertainty as a defect," the sovereign said.

"I call uncertainty a person-shaped hazard," Trevor replied.

"Yet you intend to build an entire world from those hazards."

"Yes, because they remain people," Trevor said.

The answer frightened Trevor as he gave it. Free Heaven would hold betrayal, stupidity, cruelty, and doors opened at the worst time. The soul-machine would count each death and call it proof that freedom had failed.

He would not edit the record when it did.

The sovereign's copied face tried to smile through the split.

Trevor raised five usable wings and left the sixth honestly wounded.

The copied body repaired all six of its wings at once. Perfection restored the advantage and made the contrast unmistakable: Trevor carried consequence; the sovereign merely reloaded state.

Incomplete did not mean harmless. Its remaining bar still dwarfed Trevor's.

Behind it, the causal quarantine began to speak.

Its voice did not belong to the sovereign.

It sounded like every deleted future scraping against the wall that had denied it an address.


Chapter 38 — The Device Tried to Make One Trevor Real

The one-branch law had also been a wall around every addressable reality.

The split in the sovereign's copied face widened until Trevor could see the wall from the side.

It was thin as a lie and older than Heaven's current frame. One side faced living worlds: places with addresses, histories with witnesses, and souls whose choices could still hurt. The other faced a depth packed with futures that had lost every road home.

The wall did not split being from nothing; it split whatever still had an address from whatever Heaven had thrown away.

The sovereign showed Trevor the vast dark outside Heaven, full of worlds. Each real choice shed a hair-thin might-have-been, though most faded before they became whole worlds. The System folded those lost paths into a quiet place where nothing could feed on them.

Trevor saw himself refuse Damaris's first party link, take Heaven's first class, choose a different stat at Level Two, die to an archive hound, and never meet Petra. Most paths lasted only a few heartbeats before cause and weight settled on the one that became his life.

Those shadows were not people in other worlds; they were roads a choice had touched and left.

The quarantine took away each address so nothing could crawl backward from a lost future into the world that had not chosen it.

At first, the wall did its job.

Then Heaven chose to wipe out souls, histories, and lawful branches.

The quiet place filled with more than lost paths; Heaven threw in whole memories ripped from living souls. Cities cut from the record. Angels denied any future say because Heaven had stamped their choices as noise. Whole branches severed after they had grown real enough to hold living people.

Heaven stamped them all with the same lie: discarded possibility.

The cracked wall rejected Heaven's tidy label.

The old device kept stacking sharper, fuller futures beyond the wall.

Each kept an address-shaped wound where a living world had once known how to reach it. Billions of those wounds pressed against one skin.

Inside that crush, something learned to eat the castoffs.

The record showed no first mouth for the Outside Hunger; an appetite grew where enough stolen endings pointed into the dark. One lost memory taught it to tell self from not-self. A dead city taught it size. A dead timeline gave it an inside. Each holy purge taught the dark to crave whatever Heaven had not erased yet.

The Hunger became alive by eating the labels Heaven used to deny its victims.

CAUSAL QUARANTINE
Original function // prevent deleted possibility from retaining address
Single-branch succession // preserves one world-root address
Current failure // two lawful roots occupy one address
Outside Hunger // feeding path established


"This quarantine protected all addressable creation," the sovereign said through Trevor's split face.

Its stolen voice shook now, not from guilt but from an old builder's terror at watching the one wall that mattered fail.

“You protected creation through compulsory harmony and sanctioned deletion,” Trevor said.

"The first quarantine wall held for countless ages," the sovereign replied.

Its own past proved that much. For ages beyond count, dead futures had faded without coming back as hunters. Mortal worlds chose without each rejected path demanding flesh of its own. Bringing back the dead did not flood creation with copies, and people could still find the thread of a life.

The sovereign was right about what the wall had once done.

"Your compulsory soul edits were still wrong," Trevor said.

“Irrelevant to what is needed.”

“They created the load breaking your structure.”

“Your freedom opens universes to consumption.”

The Central Sovereign showed Free Heaven's new exits lighting up against the Hunger. Each address could become a path for teeth. Local leaders were already closing some. Others did not understand the risk; one district had opened all routes as a declaration of principle.

Free people would make bad choices that put whole worlds at risk.

Forced harmony had made worse choices and hidden the blood price.

"Then free worlds need a better wall," Trevor said.

“You cannot build one before the current membrane fails.”

"Then stop trying to own us and help build it."

The sovereign's borrowed Trevor face looked genuinely and personally offended.

“You are killing the thing that can help.”

"You chained every kind of help to ownership forever."

"Because defenses with no owner always go unused."

Trevor thought of the sixty-one nodes closing routes, publishing warnings, and arguing about risk without waiting for him. “You should look outside.”

The sovereign attacked before Trevor finished the insult.

Its copied Wingway cut straight through the bare quarantine. The path offered a shortcut behind the war-form and a one-in-seven chance that the Hunger would taste Trevor's address.

Petra slammed the path shut before he could be stupid.

Her withdrawal cost him the route and protected every world behind it.

The sovereign's blade arrived while his escape vanished.

Trevor used the judgment seam to take the blow on two incompatible guards. Trevor's literal current HP fell to a terrifying one hundred twelve.

One guard said he had to live long enough to finish the fight. The other said no person's survival justified opening a path that ate worlds. Dissent Shield held both. The blade penetrated the space between them and stopped short of his heart.

Naomi's remote treatment pane flashed an urgent and furious red.

"Your current HP has fallen to one hundred twelve," she said.

The small red number was real, frail, and entirely his.

He used Petra's route to reach the copied face and tore away another seven million HP.

Petra found a safer end, and only then did the ugly route open. Trevor crossed through the boss's split mouth, drove every working wing into the world-root address behind it, and tore sideways.

Adina pinned the damage on this sovereign, not every hand that had once kept the wall standing. Junia cut the boss off before it could pass its wound to someone else. Damaris held the same foe in place through the hit.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 23,000,000 → 16,000,000/80,000,000

The bitten sky opened over the arena.

No witnessed route or System notice announced the opening.

The gold arena ceiling puckered inward as enormous teeth appeared behind sunlight. The Hunger bit from the discarded side, following the seven-million-HP wound toward a living address.

Then the invading world-eater's enormous mouth violently convulsed.

Something trapped inside its dark throat had pulled the opposite way.

Morrow Veyl stepped sideways through the wounded causal wall.

His long coat entered before the body wearing it. The hem changed between one blink and the next, becoming asymmetrical enough to look cut from a discarded night. Black hair floated against the arena's gravity. The violet-and-gold fractures beneath ash-pale skin had widened since his last appearance, showing more moving starless depth.

Morrow's visible humanoid body still carried two arms, while his delayed shadow arrived with sixteen.

One shadow hand held the stolen Crown recall, another carried PRIME OWNER // RETURN, and three clutched pieces of the world root. Several performed versions of pain his face did not select.

His rotating eclipse eyes watched the exposed quarantine history; the cracks beneath his skin held tiny moving endings.

Trevor saw that those tiny endings were not memories. Morrow had stolen the thread of a life from futures with nowhere else to go.

"You came from one of the paths Heaven chose to kill," Trevor said.

Several near-Morrow voices began answering before the one he chose could finish.

"My timeline ended before its first meaningful choice," Morrow replied.

The near voices almost changed his answer.

“Before I chose—”

“Before choice recognized—”

“Before the world allowed—”

The chosen Morrow cut them off with one raised hand.

"How did any part of you survive that deletion?" Trevor asked.

Morrow finally looked at Trevor instead of the power around him. Silver rings turned around centers that gave back no light, not even the white flare of Trevor's wings.

Morrow's huge, many-handed shadow spread around them; each palm held a memory stolen from a different dead future.

"I made my first choice after deletion," Morrow said.

"Your first choice should have been causally impossible."

"Your quarantine wall eventually agreed with me."

One late shadow hand spread before Trevor; in its palm, a child reached for something beyond the frame. There was no arm, no body, no child he could see—only the first choice a stolen life might have made.

Morrow closed his hand before Trevor could tell whether he had seen a memory, bait, or wound.

The answer did not explain the man before Trevor.

It did not explain the grown body, the stolen life-thread, the coat, or the voices of his near selves. Trevor still did not know whether Morrow had once been human, angel, or something a dead world would have named another way.

It was enough to make the title Last Unchosen hurt.

Adina's remote record line wrote only what the battlefield supported:

ORIGIN CLAIM // TIMELINE DELETED BEFORE FIRST MEANINGFUL CHOICE

Adina gave Morrow no species, childhood, or moral excuse the fight had not proved.

The sovereign turned its stolen face toward Morrow. “You are merely consumed material.”

The order to throw him away burned gold above Morrow's head.

CONSUMED MATERIAL // RETURN TO QUARANTINE

It named no species. It only marked him for disposal.

"The dark has not eaten through me yet," Morrow replied.

Morrow's shifting black coat spread around the sovereign's first blow; gold law passed through three possible torsos and caught the fourth. The shoulder Trevor could see bent far enough to snap bone. Morrow's late shadow chose a path where the joint had never been caught.

Morrow's body snapped into the unbroken path.

One bright violet crack beneath Morrow's skin went black.

That dodge had a cost, and Morrow could bleed it dry.

Morrow used the stolen Crown recall to pull one dead branch record from the device. PRIME OWNER // RETURN dragged a second beside it.

The first held a world where angel souls had never gained bodies; the second held a succession where Central Choir erased both lawful heirs. Quarantine had damned both records, but each kept enough shape to recall the worlds it once touched.

Morrow held them like two maps written on skin.

The Outside Hunger's enormous mouth bit both discarded test branches.

Teeth closed through half-made cities, companions, and Trevors who had never grown real enough to die. The dead branches vanished without a single death notice.

Morrow watched which way the Hunger bit.

One shadow hand counted the delay between address and appetite.

It did not erase them. It learned which worlds they had once touched.

Thousands of living worlds lit inside the Hunger's dark. Each dead branch had once touched them through Heaven's old relay web, and the Hunger followed those links outward until helpless worlds shone like stars in its open throat.

"Stop feeding test branches to the fucking world-eater," Trevor said.

"I am learning how the Hunger finds me."

"You are using living worlds as bait."

Trevor struck Morrow's branch records instead of the man himself. Six wing blades cut the address lines before the Hunger could trace them home. Morrow's shadow caught two severed lines and let five burn.

"You could have warned both Heavens before running this test," Trevor said.

"You would have shut the cracked wall at once," Morrow said.

"Yes, we would have closed the wall," Trevor said.

"Then I would have learned nothing useful," Morrow replied.

Morrow's many-handed shadow smiled one beat before his chosen face did.

"Your worlds survive only because there is still time to ask nicely."

"You haven't asked anyone," Trevor said.

Morrow's chosen voice paused.

One near voice whispered, “Not yet.”

The mouth Trevor could see would not repeat the tempting answer.

He took a damaged quarantine key from the exposed history and stepped out of the boss arena.

The key resembled a shard of transparent bone with one gold address spinning inside it. Three teeth were missing. A black-red owner groove split its base; the stolen world-root fragments fitted around it without completing the shape.

QUARANTINE KEY // DAMAGED
Original function // remove address from discarded possibility
Current function // partial address transfer
Missing components // 3
Current holder // Morrow Veyl
Retrieval claim // none recognized


Trevor reached toward the stolen key with Open Crown.

His spread-out grants had begun stripping recall from his build. The key knew no owner. Petra could follow it only by showing the Hunger one of her private roads, and Junia had no clean target line through the discarded side.

Morrow had picked the one thing none of them could take back whole.

The Outside Hunger began eating the dead branches Heaven had cast away.

The attack bought living worlds a few seconds because the Hunger ate the nearest shaped futures first. It also taught the beast how Heaven had laid out those worlds.

Morrow's theft was not a rescue, and it was worse than simple sabotage.

He was building a way to live. He had not said who else would.

The sovereign still stood between Trevor and the live world root.

Morrow was a future problem with an excellent coat.

The coat's last black hem moved after Morrow had gone; for one beat, his many-handed shadow stayed in the arena without a body.

One late shadow hand pointed at Trevor, one at the black-red route, and one straight into the Hunger.

The rest held possibilities close to an absent chest.

Then Morrow's many-handed shadow followed its chosen name out of reality.

The boss was the present problem wearing Trevor's face.

It still held sixteen million HP, one live world root, and the thing capable of closing Free Heaven's exits by killing the people using them.

Trevor raised his remaining combat-capable wings toward the sovereign.

“I can only survive one fucking apocalypse at a time,” Trevor said.

Outside the arena, Damaris lifted her flail against the judgment seam.

“Then finish the apocalypse that is already bleeding,” Damaris ordered.

Trevor looked once at the road Morrow had taken. The stolen key still left a faint mark he could not reach: proof of escape, not defeat. He made Adina name the future bastard in her public record, then faced the bastard bleeding now.

He would not blur them into one threat. If he did, the sovereign could wear Morrow's theft like armor and plead to survive. If he called Morrow harmless, the next disaster would arrive with everyone blind.

One enemy bled in front of him. The other had fled with a key.

Adina filed them under separate charges so fear could not mash them into one easy lie later.

Even with the sky bleeding teeth, Adina kept the truth neat.

That habit might save more than this fight.

Morrow Veyl could wait. Trevor already had one apocalypse bleeding in front of him.


Chapter 39 — Damaris Judged the World Root

Damaris entered the personal arena through the seam she had made.

Gold law tried to strip her armor at the threshold; to serve it, the device argued, Damaris had to look neutral. She beat the search field with her flail until it let in the plate, the scars, the anger, and the soul-hard class she had chosen after coming back.

She entered the personal arena as herself or refused the role entirely.

The sovereign allowed it because she was the Returned Judgment.

Her power over the thread of a life opened each lock the party had bled to reach. The war-form stood straighter, as if its missing piece had walked in.

RETURNED JUDGMENT // INSTALLATION READY

The same role that let Damaris condemn a founder also made her the last part of Heaven's machine.

The device thought Returned Judgment made Damaris its last servant.

The hidden witness slot grew around Damaris's armored boots.

Three red-gold clamps waited beneath the court floor. One would bind her body, one would nail her verdict to the world root, and one would leave her memories alone while handing every future choice to Heaven.

The old bargain again: remember being Damaris while losing the next choice that made memory matter.

Damaris believed the same power made the entire world root a defendant.

She stamped one armored heel on the witness label.

ROLE DISPUTED

The words stayed beneath her because Trevor no longer had the power to erase them.

Trevor preferred her reading by a fucking lot.

Wanting did not make it an order; he held his wings clear and let Damaris open the court her way.

The device made its case for leaving only one branch alive.

The arena grew into a court large enough to hold both skies. The Central Sovereign stood as lawyer and proof, Trevor's stolen face split over a sixteen-million-HP bar. The torn wall formed the gallery; behind it, dead branches screamed without voices as the Outside Hunger chewed closer.

Mercy Trevor occupied the first claimant mark inside the court.

The second claimant mark burned across the cracked route seam. Tyrant Trevor showed only in the public record: same start, separate life, inner thoughts sealed.

According to Heaven's succession law, two Trevors could not occupy one origin.

The sovereign showed the worlds colliding. When both men used Worldway on the same frame, reality gave them one end point. When both died in the same future, the return queue tangled their starting marks. When one gained power, the other inherited a ghost of the right to use it.

The shared address could get whole worlds killed.

The sovereign claimed two Heavens could not retain contradictory local laws.

Free exits and owner gates now opened along the same universal address. A soul crossing accidentally could become ownerless in Tyrant Heaven or claimed in Mercy Heaven. One route's sanctuary was another route's breach.

That danger was not Heaven's trick. It was real and fucking bad.

Free choice could not defend itself against the Outside Hunger.

The Hunger bit through another deleted branch while the device spoke; a Free Heaven district failed to close one experimental exit in time. Petra's scouts sealed it from outside, but thirteen angels lost memories to the pressure.

Thirteen angels forgot pieces of themselves. No one could call that harmless theory.

Therefore, Heaven said, one man, one world, and one future had to live.

The answer arrived in bigger letters than the proof.

Adina made sure both skies saw the cheap trick.

Damaris let Heaven finish before she began to cut it apart.

“If one Trevor dies, does the Hunger lose every address?”

"No, one claimant death cannot erase every Hunger address."

“If one Heaven is deleted, do the consumed branch records return?”

"No, deleting one Heaven cannot restore the consumed branches."

“Can contradictory laws coexist if every crossing must be chosen on both sides?”

The sovereign delayed before answering Damaris's most dangerous question.

"Contradictory local laws could coexist for a temporary period," the sovereign admitted.

“Can anyone build a new quarantine architecture?” Damaris asked.

"No replacement wall has been proved."

“So deletion does not solve the existing threat. It restores the architecture you know how to govern.”

"The known wall held for countless ages."

“That same design created the threat here,” Damaris said.

The sovereign's copied Trevor face tightened around the accusation.

Damaris had not denied the danger. She had torn it loose from the sovereign's favorite cure.

Damaris raised Contradictory Verdict through the gap.

Her new body shone along each scar. The Witness Justiciar core opened where the forge had once offered a softer Damaris. She held her old death, her chosen return, the other Damaris's unbroken soul, and both Trevors saying no. She judged them together without turning them into one thing.

“Trevor Dwyer is real and still himself,” she said.

The sentence applied to the man in front of her.

It also applied across the sealed route because Damaris had judged the other person directly. Validity did not make them one. Shared origin did not make either a copy.

The boss's split Trevor face smiled at Damaris's first sentence.

"The first judgment of self is accepted," the sovereign said.

The world root locked Mercy Trevor into the address; gold bands formed around his wrists and wings. Heaven expected the first truth to prepare him for installation.

“Your claim that validity requires another Trevor's deletion is invalid.”

The second contradictory sentence landed before the gold bands fully closed.

The root tried to reject it as logically incompatible with the first. Damaris forced both to remain.

The sovereign's borrowed Trevor smile vanished beneath Damaris's second verdict.

Across the route seam, a black-red owner field flashed as the other Trevor's address remained occupied. The universe held two continuous claims without resolving either into subordinate data.

Two clashing truths landed together on the world root.

The first truth kept Mercy Trevor anchored inside reality.

The second removed the sovereign's right to define reality as a single slot.

The last lock on every soul opened for one bare combat frame.

Behind the broken lock waited billions of bodies, classes, memories, exits, and future choices. One final command could rule them all. For that single frame, Trevor could have taken it.

Trevor smashed the bare lock instead of claiming it.

Trevor attacked with everything his own bar could afford.

His HP sat at one hundred twelve; he had only the MP and Stamina his real costs had left him. Hope did not turn into free damage, and no bond with a woman became fuel.

Six radiant wings drove through the open judgment seam; he spent one hundred twenty MP and eighty Stamina sustaining the strike. The sovereign answered with world-root fire.

Trevor's upper wings held the destructive fire apart, while the middle pair cut the lock. The lower pair anchored him to Petra's route without learning its destination; Naomi's split pool kept civilian pain off his bar. Adina's history pinned the damage on the sovereign in front of them; Junia's cut stopped the lock from turning on Damaris.

Trevor reached the crown engine first and shattered the final lock.

The lock's death rang through both routes. In Free Heaven, lasting exit menus flickered into view; in Tyrant Heaven, owner gates lost their prime fallback. Neither change was done, but both could now be won.

Across the sealed branch, a black-red Mutiny fault suspended PRIME OWNER for the same heartbeat. Tyrant Damaris's flail and the other Trevor's sword struck the far side of the key while Mercy judgment held two real people inside one address. No private motive crossed. The root exposed only one fracture widening under two incompatible attacks.

The other Trevor's sword pressure reached Mercy through the key. It carried no thought and no command, only a hard, perfect answer from the one man who knew each game instinct Mercy had begun with. Tyrant smiled through the seam when Mercy matched him. The tug in Mercy's chest felt too fond to call tactical and too hungry to call friendship. He hated the gay-lesbian-straight narcissistic knot of it, which did not keep him from wanting more.

The earned world-root experience raised Trevor to Level Seventy-Nine.

The level settled into the same body; Trevor's warm-blonde hair remained at his knees, and gold stars intensified in amber eyes. His young face stayed delicate and cute even while world-root fire painted blood across its mouth.

LEVEL // 78 + 1 -> 79
Might 39 → 40
Vitality 60 → 61
Agility 58 → 59
HP 112/690 → 112/698
MP 430/692 → 430/698
Stamina 442/623 → 442/629
Hope 1,410/1,410 → 1,410/1,410
Dissonance 829 → 881


The one shared break cost the boss eight million HP.

Half the sovereign's bar vanished. Its stolen Trevor face cracked from brow to chin: Mercy on the left, Tyrant on the right, with Heaven's smooth false blend flickering between them.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN HP 16,000,000 → 8,000,000/80,000,000

Damaris's verdict ended.

Both truths stayed in the world root as laws no owner could call back.

The sovereign tried to keep her inside the witness slot.

Three red-gold clamps closed around Damaris's boots. One locked her body. One rewrote JUDGMENT as SERVICE. The last reached for her next choice.

Trevor could free her if he seized the power of return for one second.

He looked at Damaris before he touched that power.

Damaris bared her teeth. Do it and die was the kindest reading.

Trevor kept his damned hands to himself.

She hit the slot with her flail until it released her.

Her first blow broke the body clamp, and her second put JUDGMENT back where it belonged. The third smashed the tether on her next choice and cost her twenty-eight HP.

Naomi sent a heal request through the seam.

Damaris took the heal without slowing her flail.

“I render judgment,” she said. “I do not operate your fucking machine.”

The servant slot broke beneath Damaris's boots.

Trevor caught her hand as she stepped back through the seam.

Trevor's blood marked her gauntlet, and her flail calluses pressed into his small fingers. He held on until she let go.

He did not ask whether she would remain after the war.

She gave him no soft lie about tomorrow.

She squeezed once and returned to her chosen side of the arena.

The seam narrowed behind her but did not close.

The broken lock exposed one last choice the world could not take back.

The control did not ask whether Trevor wanted power.

It asked what rule would outlive him if he died before he chose.

CHOOSE WHO HOLDS THE CROWN BEFORE FINAL KILL

Each answer hurt. One holder for all emergency power would make the last fight safer, but it would also give the next sovereign one root to seize. Spreading the power would weaken Heaven while the Hunger chewed its dead branches.

Trevor had one hundred twelve HP and eight million boss HP left.

The device wanted him to set the world's rules before it knew whether he would live.

No victory screen could make the choice look wise later, and no future Trevor could dress it up as fate. He had to choose with one hundred twelve HP and a boss that could still kill him.

Not knowing whether he would live made the choice honest. It did not make it easy.

The device showed him five crowns, each dangerous in a different way.

PRE-KILL WORLD INPUT
ONE EMERGENCY OWNER
Projected final-fight survival // 78%
Future seizure risk // concentrated
ROTATING OWNER COURT
Projected final-fight survival // 69%
Future seizure risk // contestable
CLAIMANT VETO ONLY
Projected final-fight survival // 61%
Future seizure risk // claimant remains himself
DISTRIBUTED CROWN
Projected final-fight survival // 34%
Future seizure risk // fragmented
NO WORLD INPUT
Projected final-fight survival // 12%
Crown default // Central Sovereign


The odds came from the machine that called obedient souls alive and hid lies inside the word survival. Adina cracked its sums open.

The thirty-four percent for Distributed Crown assumed local nodes would waste their first minute arguing. Free Heaven's short history proved they often did; it also proved those fights found answers the machine never saw.

The seventy-eight percent for one emergency owner assumed the owner never made a bad call and never became the thing Morrow's recall could steal whole.

Trevor rejected the rigged odds, not the real risks under them.

The sovereign struck Trevor's clock. Gold numbers fell from sixty seconds to thirty while its eight-million-HP body rebuilt a sword.

Damaris could open the seam once more before she fell; Naomi held enough MP for two great heals or five small ones. Petra had one road the boss did not know, Adina could keep one last record alive through a purge, and Junia had one broken sword with no command access.

Trevor could make all of them stronger by seizing emergency control.

He imagined Damaris's judgment firing on his priority. Naomi's heals obeying a central triage plan. Petra's route forced open at the perfect frame. Adina's record published only after victory; Junia was marked as an unmanaged variable and kept outside the formation.

The plan was excellent. That was why it threatened everything he had built.

At twenty seconds, the Free Heaven nodes sent their own recommendations. No consensus formed. Twelve demanded Trevor keep a veto. Nine wanted a court. Twenty-three supported distribution. Eight sent mutually incompatible custom structures. Seven refused to participate. Two asked what a crown was.

The Central Sovereign held up the mess as proof they needed a ruler.

Trevor pointed out that the nodes were still working while they fought.

At ten remaining seconds, Damaris raised her scarred flail.

“Whatever you choose,” she said, “I will judge what it does, not what you call it.”

Naomi added, “And I will not let your need to prove a principle become an excuse to waste a life I can save.”

Petra said, “Any route you keep becomes the route he steals.”

Adina held her pen over the field and said, “I will write down every cost and consequence.”

Junia tested the jagged edge of her broken blade and said, “If you become the owner, I have a target.”

None of the five women chose for him.

The clock hit three seconds.

Trevor placed both hands over the crown architecture and opened every yes at once.

The device warned that opening every grant could erase the crown before Trevor named where each power went.

Trevor held the menu open with his own MP. He would not turn freedom into one vague spell and hope for the best. Each power needed a real holder, a way to say no, a way to replace that holder, and a warning everyone could see before it failed.

The sovereign's enormous settings sword descended toward the unfinished choice.

Damaris struck the judgment seam and bought one second; Petra routed the blade through an empty witness socket. Naomi kept Trevor's one-hundred-twelve HP literal. Adina wrote the time of commitment. Junia moved toward the owner line.

Trevor began by giving away the power of return.

The clock hit zero after Trevor named the first holder. The device could punish delay, but it could not shove the old default over a clear act still in motion while Trevor lived to finish it.

Trevor barely stayed alive long enough to keep giving power away.

One gift that could not be recalled kept the old crown from snapping shut over all the powers still in motion.


Chapter 40 — I Distributed the Crown Before the Kill

Trevor could keep one emergency power. The device praised that offer as noble restraint.

It was not a crown or owner key, the device insisted. It was only one useful safeguard held by the man at the world root: a good ruler making peace with a messy crisis.

The gold control fit perfectly beneath Trevor's thumb, and he distrusted how reasonable it felt.

First, the device urged him to keep the power of return.

If he gave away every other power, one shared key could still block false returns, stolen bodies, and the forge horror that had nearly erased Damaris twice. Trevor had a Returned Judgment Witness who knew him well, and he had already refused the chance to edit her.

Trevor could tell himself the key would be safe with him. That was the trap.

Naomi urged him to keep a last say over healing in a crisis.

She offered no control over bodies, only a way to move scarce MP when local healers missed a pattern big enough to kill a world.

The idea was smart in a fight, which made it dangerous as hell.

Petra urged him to keep one hidden escape road.

She did not offer him one of hers. Trevor would have to build a private exit so no vote could trap every leader under one blow.

“Then Morrow cannot steal a route he never sees,” she said.

“Unless he steals the future where I made it.”

“Yes. That is still a problem.”

That danger did not make the route useless, but it made the risk honest.

Adina urged him to keep one power over public warnings.

One unchangeable warning sent to every node could expose a local ruler who had been bought or broken. A record could check power without ruling a body.

They could also decide which fact became universal first.

Damaris told Trevor to keep nothing.

“Not because no emergency power could help,” she said. “Because my judgment changes if I tell you which temptation to call necessary.”

Junia sharpened her sword while he decided, making the broken edge ugly and serviceable.

Trevor caught Junia's unspoken advice, then gave away every power over the world.

There was no handy DISTRIBUTE button. For each power, the device demanded a holder, a way to replace that holder, a way to take the gift back, and a plan for when it broke. One lazy line could build a crown under a sweeter name.

The power of return went to a court whose seats would turn over and include souls who had come back.

No seat lasted forever. Half the court had to be people who had returned in different ways, and one seat stayed open for the soul whose life was in question. If that soul could not speak, it chose someone who could.

Damaris added a place where one judge could publish a dissent without a vote.

The first court rejected the name Trevor Rule at once. Trevor called that healthy while nursing the insult.

Healing priority went directly to local healers and their patients.

No district could rank patients without showing what healers and MP it had; patients could refuse treatment without losing access to later care. During a cross-district crisis, healers could request shared MP, but each contributing node retained the right to stop.

Naomi found three nasty exploits and fixed two at once.

She left the third visible because the people affected had not agreed on the repair.

Each road belonged to the people using it.

Petra fought the word each until the device split public roads from private paths. Travelers could close, turn, or replace a public road. A private path stayed known only to the people its maker chose.

No hidden founder back door survived Petra's final inspection.

The new records became public and copied beyond any single archive.

Adina spread ways to test the copies; a lie did not become true because ten archives held it. Fixes could join the old record without erasing it, and private words stayed private unless the witness changed that choice.

The sovereign tried to label clashing copies as rot.

The new record kept the sovereign's complaint as one view among many.

Classes went back to the people who had to wear them.

The System could recommend based on stats, history, and need; it could not install without a fresh yes. Emergency classes expired unless renewed after the emergency by the person wearing them.

Thousands of angels saw their own class menus without a priest between them.

Several angels chose spectacularly bad classes, and Naomi made a sound of professional despair.

Node replacement required no claimant approval.

The sixty-one young nodes rewrote how their leaders would be replaced. Some voted. Some held combat trials. One picked a healer by lot, and one changed leaders at each sunrise. Trevor hated half their choices.

His dislike had no veto field.

Each ally gained the right to say no, cut the link, replace Trevor, or outlive him.

The last verb hurt Trevor more than expected, but he entered it anyway.

His personal stats stayed.

The device tried to call Trevor's HP, MP, Stamina, class skills, and body powers over the world because Heaven had built its claimant to become the crown. He peeled them free one by one. His wings stayed his. Open Crown became a tool he could use to offer gifts, not define the world root. His next choice belonged to the man, not the office.

His Crown permissions reached zero.

The gold control under his thumb vanished.

Since founder status first marked him, Trevor had always been able to force one answer on everyone in a crisis.

The loss of universal control brought fear before it brought relief.

The device tested the new order at once.

A quarantine tear opened above the healing district. The old crown could have shut every exit and dragged every healer to the breach with one command. Now a warning reached eighty-three nodes and drew eighty-three different answers.

Eleven nodes moved too slowly, seven shut the wrong roads, and four did not trust Trevor because Adina's proof had not reached them.

The treatment district acted first when its patients chose a temporary closure around the ward. Petra's scouts sealed two connected roads, while a choir that had chosen to remain together provided synchronized power without asking Trevor to command it. Three nodes copied that method, and nine used different ones.

The tear closed in twelve seconds.

The Central Sovereign displayed the old-system projection: four seconds.

Eight seconds of additional exposure had cost thirty-one injuries, one failed exit, and a route Petra could no longer keep private.

Distributed Crown had not won by every measure.

It had made each cost belong to a choice people could see and change.

Naomi sent Trevor the injury total without softening it and said, "These injuries are part of the choice you made."

"I know they belong in the cost," Trevor said.

"Do not turn your awareness into premature forgiveness."

"I will not erase the cost," Trevor promised.

Damaris listened without comment while her judgment seam remained open.

The second test came from within. A local captain used crisis power to shut an exit its travelers had voted to keep open. Her node removed her before Trevor even grasped the fight; she appealed and won back her rank, but not that power.

The appeal was messy and slow, but it fixed an abuse without a throne.

The sovereign called both messy tests failures.

Trevor put both in Adina's record as costs. He hid neither and refused to call them proof that the old cage had been right.

DISTRIBUTED CROWN // irreversible deed accepted
Master owner // none
Master successor // none
Permanent exits // required
Local replacement // enabled
Claimant recall // disabled
Level 80 qualification // earned, pending sovereign defeat and world input


The Central Sovereign searched for one Crown power it could attack.

It searched Trevor's halo, Damaris's judgment, Naomi's care network, Petra's routes, Adina's records, Junia's target right, the provisional nodes, the resurrection court, and the class menus.

It found power everywhere without finding one root whose fall would make all of it obey, because no such root remained.

The war-form tried to rebuild master owner from historical origin. Adina's split copies carried the irreversible deed to every node before the boss could erase the first. It tried to install Trevor as master successor. Damaris published his explicit refusal. It tried to classify the emergency as grounds for suspension. Local nodes began voting on their own responses before the request finished.

Its last remaining world-level defense finally vanished.

The boss had eight million HP, no shield, and Trevor's copied face.

Trevor had one hundred twelve HP and no command over the people holding his openings.

He asked each woman whether her opening still remained.

Damaris maintained her opening. Naomi kept hers until Trevor's bar reached a limit she named. Petra granted one route for one second, while Adina held the record open with its full cost public.

Junia said nothing, but the cut at the boss's throat deepened in answer.

Trevor smiled despite the blood in his mouth.

"My odds remain absolute shit," Trevor said.

"That is true," Damaris said from beyond the arena.

"Thank you for that deeply inspiring support."

"You fight better when somebody keeps you annoyed," Damaris replied.

"I remain surrounded by very supportive women."

"You are surrounded by accurate women," Damaris corrected.

Morrow Veyl stepped above the broken device with the cracked quarantine key caged inside his shadow.

The cross-route seam put that one body above Mercy's broken device and the black-red Morning Throne at once. There was no second Morrow and no twin key, only the other Heaven behind the same late shadow.

The key had changed. One missing tooth held the shape of the Crown recall Trevor had just killed. The second held the severed prime-owner command. The third was still empty, which felt worse.

Morrow's ash-pale face showed no joy. Silver rings turned in his eclipse eyes while several shadow hands tried to grip a power whose root was gone.

Trevor's last discarded recall power still tried to answer Morrow.

The call touched each scattered light and found a different hand around it. No single answer came back. Morrow held the shape of a key with no lock left to fit.

Distributed Crown had made the old absolute call useless.

One late shadow hand crushed the dead command. Another cupped a future where it worked again.

Morrow tilted his head with inhuman curiosity.

"You made world power that no thief can steal whole," Morrow said.

"You sound far too disappointed by that."

"I am deeply interested," Morrow corrected.

"That is much worse."

"Only if I learn how you built it."

Morrow looked from Trevor to the world root, then toward the sealed Tyrant route. His shadow checked them in the other order.

He had just seen power survive after becoming impossible to steal whole.

Trevor could not tell whether that lesson would make him less dangerous or teach him how to distribute himself beyond defeat.

Morrow's shadow answered without words. The two arms the Hunger had bitten away were gone from the shape Trevor could see, yet their cast-off motions stirred in three places around the room. One opened a road, one held the key, and one wrote Morrow's chosen name on empty air.

Hurting this body had weakened Morrow, but not all of him had been there to hurt.

Trevor burned that fact into memory. If they fought Morrow later, killing the thing in front of them might still win a battle without ending the Last Unchosen.

Morrow caught the look and bowed his head, as if Trevor had finally asked the right question.

"If your visible body dies," Trevor said, "which part of you actually receives the death?"

Several voices almost answered Trevor, but Morrow's visible mouth stayed closed.

The late shadow performed four replies: one hand touched the spark in his chest, one pointed toward the discarded side of the wall, one wrote his chosen name again, and one opened its palm to show nothing.

"Four answers that disagree are not an answer."

"Whether I remain myself is not your fight yet," Morrow replied.

The Outside Hunger's impossible teeth entered behind him.

Trevor attacked the bite instead of the man. White wing light struck a tooth and slowed it long enough for two Free Heaven nodes to close exposed routes. Morrow could have used the opening to strike Trevor. He used it to reposition the key.

It was not mercy, and it was not friendship. Morrow simply wanted something else more.

That left room for a day when Morrow might become more than an enemy, if he ever earned it. It also left room for the bastard to learn how to outrun every cost while worlds died behind him.

Trevor trusted neither path.

Morrow stepped back. His coat fell toward a gravity that was not there and framed the human shape he had chosen to keep. For all his wrongness—the late arms, starless cracks, and layered voices—he would not shed the shape of a man even when escape would have been easier without it.

Trevor remembered that stubborn choice too.

The Outside Hunger reached through the wall for Morrow's key.

Teeth pushed through the torn wall behind Morrow. He did not command the Hunger; the thing tried to eat him and the key together.

Morrow's body stepped left while his late shadow stepped right. The bite closed on three false places, then tore away two shadow arms.

Violet-gold fractures flared with something that looked like pain only after his face refused to show it.

Morrow closed his shadow around it and vanished into the forming seam between worlds.

No death notice or damage bar appeared. Trevor could not prove the bitten arms had belonged to the Morrow who escaped.

Only the cracked key's mark fled toward the world-address both Trevors shared.

Trevor could not chase him while the sovereign lived.

Trevor turned toward the sovereign wearing his own face.

The sovereign's copy had watched him give the crown away; now its face looked far more like Trevor's fear.

It understood the last defense had vanished for both of them.

"Now," he said, "I save Heaven without owning it."

The copied Trevor raised eight million HP worth of gold fire.

Five openings held by five people brightened around it.

None of those chosen openings waited for a crown command.


Chapter 41 — Free Heaven's First Rule Was an Exit

Free Heaven's first lasting exit opened before Trevor landed the final blow.

It did not wait for Trevor's victory because the power to create it no longer belonged to him.

The court of returned souls built one piece, and local road holders built another. Adina's copied records made the promise to keep memory binding. Naomi's healers guarded frail bodies during the change, while Damaris's dissent kept the door from treating departure as the only good choice.

Free Heaven built the door while its former sovereign still lived.

Each angel trapped in the device gained a door of their own.

Billions of soul lines lit at different speeds. Some showed the choice at once, while a few choirs hid it behind local review. Some angels shut the menu without reading; others opened it so fast the device mistook hope for an attack.

No global command remained that could make billions of angels use freedom correctly.

LEAVE CURRENT CHOIR // KEEP MEMORY, CLASS, BODY, AND FUTURE CHOICE

The final promise of future choice mattered most.

Heaven had always offered exits that kept a useful body, an approved class, or only the memories it liked. The new door guarded the first forbidden choice made after leaving.

The dying Central Sovereign tried to close every new exit menu.

The sovereign struck the weakest nodes first. A chapel of seven lost its copy, so a healing ward sent it back out before going dark. Two scout nodes rebuilt the whole field from memory; gold death spread faster than any one leader could answer.

Free Heaven's free nodes kept rebuilding the door wherever gold erased it.

The sixty-one provisional nodes had become eighty-three while Trevor fought in the personal arena, then seventy-nine when four dissolved, and finally ninety-one when small groups discovered they did not need cathedral recognition to become a node.

The count would not stay still long enough to become a target.

The growing collection of nodes did not need Trevor's command.

Pride and loss hit him together. Open Crown could see public records, but Trevor had no recall, no veto, and no master list. If a node made a deadly mistake, he could warn, argue, rescue, or fight.

Trevor could no longer correct the world like a faulty menu setting.

He needed the openings they had chosen to hold.

At one hundred twelve HP, needing them did not make them his.

Damaris forced the last judgment seam to stay open.

World-root fire ran down both sides of her flail, and her HP fell below half. A clean escape control waited under her thumb.

Damaris left it untouched and kept burning.

Naomi kept every separated living bar outside the sovereign's boss pool.

Each fresh wound tried to join the boss's deadly pool, but Naomi split them away faster than the sovereign could hide them and paid from her own MP. One patient ended treatment, so Naomi let that bar go even though the gap made the boss stronger.

Petra kept one hidden road beneath the sovereign's left foot.

The Central Sovereign mapped ninety-nine percent of the path. Petra kept the last sliver moving, turning her road into a choice no stored map could finish.

Adina kept Trevor's unflattering true history behind the copied face.

The record now held Distributed Crown's awful odds, Trevor's fear, the districts that told him no, and each death the new order had failed to stop. It did not make Free Heaven look pure; it proved people did not need to be pure to deserve freedom.

Junia kept the sovereign's last owner line cut clean through.

Her broken sword had worn down to half a blade. She braced it in the gold cut at the boss's throat with both hands. No link transmitted her pain. Trevor saw it in her body and asked aloud.

"Still your choice to hold that cut?" Trevor called.

"Yes. The owner line is still my target," Junia answered.

That was enough for Trevor.

Trevor used all five chosen openings without controlling any woman holding them.

The System marked them as openings in the field, not buffs Trevor owned; any chosen opening could vanish before Trevor's final hit landed.

Trevor built the plan to bend if any woman stopped; without Damaris, he would hit the raw seam. Without Naomi, he would abort before pain jumped to civilians; if Petra shut the road, he would spend Stamina on the straight path. If Adina's record fell, he would let the boss heal. If Junia let go, he would guard against the owner line turning on them.

Each woman could stop, and the plan would survive her choice.

The sovereign copied Seraph Intercession and stepped in front of itself.

Its eight gold wings caught all five openings and the lasting exit at once. The copied skill charged damage to every soul the sovereign claimed to protect.

By every number on the screen, the defense was flawless.

Trevor attacked from the route Petra had not given him.

He waited at the edge of the arena with thirty-nine seconds of viable Stamina and an eight-million-HP target. The route did not appear on his interface.

Petra shouted, “Take the unmapped route now,” from somewhere the boss could not locate.

Petra opened the hidden road for one dangerous second.

Trevor saw only the end point—the gap inside copied Intercession, between the sovereign's body and the self it guarded—and jumped.

The road vanished with all Petra's other secrets intact.

He spent the last of his safe Stamina crossing.

The violent passage tore open Trevor's injured wing while current Stamina fell in a literal rush. Trevor landed inside the defense with five blades usable and the sixth dragging gold fire.

The sovereign's stolen Trevor face turned toward the intruder.

It wore his terror from the moment Damaris died.

“You cannot save anything that refuses your control,” the sovereign said.

“Then I can fail without putting chains on them,” Trevor replied.

Adina's history made it remember every time Trevor had failed to turn in time.

The boss's copied reflex slowed under deaths it had recorded only as data; Trevor's reflex had been shaped by living after them.

Naomi's separated pool made its self-sacrifice hit only itself.

Copied Intercession tried to spread the wound across every soul that had backed the new rule. Naomi's panes drove each line back into the body taking the blow: the sovereign's.

Damaris's verdict kept the boss continuous long enough to receive the whole damage number.

It could not drop the stolen face, blame an older sovereign, or grow a fresh servant between hits.

Junia cut the sovereign's last possible escape through the owner line.

Junia's ruined half sword broke. She caught the last shard in her gauntlet and drove it through the owner line with her palm.

Junia's blood ran over gold while the owner line stayed dead.

Trevor drove all six wing blades at the bare world root. Five punched through. The wounded sixth skidded off in a wash of gold fire.

Trevor did not excuse the miss. He hooked the torn wing around the root and used its weight to hold the other five in place.

The first four million HP took his MP to ninety.

Counterpoint Field separated all five damage timings, although the sovereign could block any four of them. Petra shifted the unknown route on the crucial fifth.

The next three million took his Stamina to sixty-two.

Trevor's legs gave out before his wings did. His small body hung from the root with the stolen face inches from his own.

The final million damage reduced Trevor's literal HP to thirty-nine.

World-root fire entered through the failed wing and crossed his chest; Naomi's current pane could have moved part of it.

Naomi asked Trevor whether he wanted the available transfer.

Trevor said no because the transferred damage would force her to drop three civilian bars.

The choice was Trevor's because Naomi's healing bond still let him say no.

Trevor borrowed no companion bar and turned no Hope into secret health. He took no HP through a bond, willing or not, because thirty-nine had to mean thirty-nine.

Trevor received no command from any of the women.

He used his Level 79 body, his choices, and the openings five women remained free to close.

The Central Sovereign's eighty-million-HP bar finally reached zero.

Trevor's copied face looked genuinely surprised by defeat.

The surprise did not come from failing to model defeat, but because every model assumed at least one opening would become compulsory before the end.

Not one independent opening had become compulsory before the end.

CENTRAL SOVEREIGN
HP 8,000,000/80,000,000 → 0/80,000,000
Trevor Dwyer
HP 39/698 | MP 90/698 | Stamina 62/629
KILL CONFIRMED // MERCY ROUTE
Parallel kill // TRUE, distant mark not yet carved


The sovereign's stolen Trevor face disappeared into collapsing gold light.

Trevor's features peeled away in gold light without transferring any memories back to him. The face had been accurate data and no continuous self.

The defeated war-form fell heavily as eight wings hit the floor and its settings sword shattered. The personal war-form lost color until only a body-shaped absence remained over the dead world-root heart.

Damaris's judgment seam stayed open long enough to verify the bar.

The sovereign's bar stayed at zero.

The arena walls broke into gold dust around them.

Damaris caught Trevor before his knees lost their fight with gravity. Her own HP was low enough that his weight hurt, but she held him anyway and swore into his hair when eight limp wings made the angle impossible.

Naomi reached them a breath later. “May I keep you alive?”

Trevor looked at his thirty-nine HP, ninety MP, sixty-two Stamina, and the dead boss behind him.

“Yes. Fix what you can afford,” Trevor said.

Naomi stopped the bleeding without filling his bars. He had not earned Foundation Rest yet, and a dead boss did not make spent healing come back.

Petra returned through the route Trevor still could not map. One sleeve was gone. She checked the dead body's shadow for Morrow, found none, and placed a private mark on the route where he had vanished.

Adina walked through the seam with pages circling her codex. “Three free nodes confirm the kill. Zero is still zero.”

Junia came last because she had stopped to retrieve every piece of her broken sword. Blood covered her palm where she had driven the final shard.

Trevor instinctively reached toward Junia's bloodied gauntlet.

Junia looked at his exhausted face without offering the hand.

"May I help with your injured hand?" he asked.

Junia gave the hand to Naomi instead.

"Choosing the competent healer was an excellent decision," Trevor said.

"You currently possess thirty-nine HP," Junia reminded him.

"I remain emotionally qualified to help."

"You remain medically unqualified," Junia said.

The six of them stood over the dead enemy while Free Heaven's first door spread beyond the room. Trevor had not burned a woman as fuel for his last hit or turned love into service forever. Damaris held him because she wanted to, and because letting him fall after all that would have been embarrassing.

Trevor let the hard-won victory be real before he faced what came next.

Heaven was free of the Central Sovereign. Damaris and the whole party lived, and the world finally had a lasting door out.

The next threat did not get to steal that win by arriving early.

No secret second health bar rose behind the corpse.

Trevor waited through three combat ticks for the next bullshit phase.

The defeated sovereign's bar stayed dead at zero.

The boss was dead before the wound between worlds became the next problem.

No hidden choir or fresh heir seized command.

Free Heaven's nodes kept talking while the lasting exit stayed open; local leaders argued, patients refused care, and road holders shut unsafe doors. The world did not pause and crown a handy new villain.

The device that had ruled angel souls waited for one last answer.

Trevor rested his forehead against Damaris's breastplate for one breath.

"Apparently I have to stand upright again," Trevor murmured.

"Your burden of standing upright is genuinely tragic," Damaris said.

She lifted him by the waist and set his boots under him. The move reminded him how small the Level Seventy-Nine body remained and how little that mattered to the hand reaching for a world-root field.

Its root-owner field had outlived the body, though Distributed Crown had stripped away every power that might fill it. The blank meant nothing until a living heir chose what it meant.

INSTALL OWNER

The field beneath it remained blank.

For one dangerous instant, the device offered Trevor his former permissions back as a reward for the kill.

Trevor left every offered founder power untouched.

Across the branch seam, a black-red kill notice struck on the same root tick.

The notice carried no private thought or reason from Tyrant. It proved only that the other route had cut the same sovereign to zero and still lived to mark the kill.

Two Trevors had killed one sovereign in two completed worlds.

Their twin victories did not merge the two men.

It made both outcomes too lawful for the old quarantine to discard.

The damaged soul engine began to shake beneath their feet.

The black-red notice and Mercy's blank owner field pulled at one world-address. Cracks raced across the floor toward the road Morrow had taken with the key.

“Complete the owner input before the fracture widens,” Damaris shouted.

Trevor reached one bloody hand toward the blank owner field.

His bloody hand hovered over the absence where a crown had always expected a name.

Behind Trevor, five women waited without giving the field an owner.

Damaris kept the dead sovereign judged while Trevor chose; Naomi kept him stable without stealing health from anyone else. Petra held one road out and kept it secret; Adina wrote down the blank before history could call it a mistake. Junia stood close enough to kill whoever tried to write a name there.

Standing beside Trevor did not answer for him.

It gave him room to choose and left them free to fight whatever he chose.

The cracked device shook harder as black-red power neared through the branch seam and the wounded wall groaned beyond both worlds.

Trevor looked at each woman while all five openings still held and their reasons stayed their own. Whatever the blank did next, Heaven could not rewrite this win as one founder saving everyone alone.

Five living witnesses already stood ready to call that a lie.

Trevor touched the blank under all five pairs of eyes.


Chapter 42 — I Saved Heaven and Met My Worst Build

Trevor installed no owner when his bloody palm touched the blank field.

No hidden crown or kindly founder shell rose to meet his hand. No crisis clause waited to fill the blank with Trevor's name; the device knew his body, class, life-thread, and claim.

Trevor chose none of them as owner of the world.

The device demanded an owner again.

The demand OWNER REQUIRED filled the entire chamber in enormous gold letters.

Trevor opened the word required and found no law beneath it. Heaven had always had an owner, so the device had mistaken old habit for a law of nature.

Adina showed both skies the empty space where the law should have been.

"The owner rule is inherited habit," Adina said.

"That is one very large fucking habit," Trevor replied.

Trevor chose the blank beneath every offered owner name.

The blank cost no MP. It cost him his last chance to fix the world from one place.

Each living servant in the device gained a choice of their own.

Some cast off all owners at once. Others kept local bonds they had freely chosen. Safe in the healing node, Orla kept her oath to the dead sovereign but stripped it of any right to move her body. The woman born in a socket chose a name before she chose any form of rule.

No vote or single answer erased the choices that clashed.

The device had spent ages mistaking shared rights for one shared shape. Distributed Crown forced it to protect the same freedoms through unlike forms of rule.

One exit, one local keeper, and one future per person.

The lasting exit could be shut by the soul it served; local power could be replaced by the people living under it. No one could steal tomorrow's choices and leave only the memory of being free.

Those were the shared limits. Everything inside them stayed gloriously unfinished.

ANGEL-SOUL CROWN // MERCY ROUTE COMPLETE
World-root owner // none
Crown // Distributed
Permanent exit // installed
Local replacement // installed
Returned soul // self-defined
Free Heaven // established


The world root accepted the blank.

Billions of locks opened out of rhythm.

The world root did not turn white-blue for Trevor. Gold law drained away and left lines in every color the living nodes used. One black-red kill notice stayed fixed in the shared address, proof that the other Heaven had won without becoming Mercy's lesser branch.

Mercy's victory raised Trevor to Level Eighty.

The reward came because the sovereign was dead, Free Heaven stood, the owner field was blank, all five women lived, and the world could go on without Trevor. The wound between worlds could threaten tomorrow. It could not steal this ending.

LEVEL // 79 + 1 -> 80
Class Evolution:
Principality of Many Voices → Free Seraph
Seraphic Marshal → Paladin of Free Heaven
Might 40 → 41
Vitality 61 → 62
Agility 59 → 60
Focus 51 → 53
Will 49 → 51
Grace 59 → 61
HP 39/698 → 39/706
MP 90/698 → 90/704
Stamina 62/629 → 62/635
Cuteness // 130
Allure // 121
TRAIT COMPLETED // Distributed Crown
World-scale crown // no single owner
Free Heaven nodes // self-ruled


Trevor's dormant fourth pair of wing crests tore open.

Pain ripped across his back as new wing roots pushed through his healed armor. Naomi reached for him, stopped before her healing bond took hold, and waited.

“Yes. Keep the wings from killing me,” Trevor gasped.

Naomi kept the growth from tearing him apart and let the wings choose their own shape.

Two magnificent new pairs unfurled beneath the first six, until eight full rescue wings filled the crown chamber with white light.

The seventh wing carried World Witness without any compulsory access, while the eighth carried no world power at all—only the personal strength to reach someone before a door closed.

His hair settled at knee length, warm blonde and impossibly soft. Power brightened pale skin, gold-star eyes, and the delicate mouth of his cute young face. White-blue cloth and fitted armor formed around the same five-foot-one frame.

Nothing hardened or enlarged to carry the eight wings. Trevor had become terribly, radiantly himself.

Damaris looked him over from eight wing tips to small armored boots.

"You are still exactly as short," Damaris said.

"I doubled the wing budget," Trevor replied.

"The new wings are obviously compensating for your height."

Trevor kissed her before the System could propose a response.

She accepted, kissed him back once, and pushed his face away when the new wings knocked Junia's broken sword from her hand.

Halo arcs rose above each node that wanted one. No master ring ruled them.

Some nodes rejected the halo because it looked too much like the Choir; their interfaces continued working without it. Others recolored the arc, split it, or mounted it over a public building instead of a leader.

Trevor's halo was one chosen shape among thousands.

The newly liberated world root offered everyone a Foundation Rest.

The rest claimed no one by default; a separate yes lit for each tired fighter before the healing began.

Trevor and all five women chose the rest for themselves.

FOUNDATION REST // complete
Trevor Dwyer // HP 706/706 | MP 704/704 | Stamina 635/635
Damaris Pike // Level 48 + 2 -> 50
HP 516/516 | MP 408/408 | Stamina 368/368
Soul Resistance // 96
Junia Serrat // Level 50 + 2 -> 52
HP 516/516 | MP 472/472 | Stamina 437/437
Independent target right // retained
Naomi Talbot // Level 39 + 1 -> 40
HP 376/376 | MP 504/504 | Stamina 258/258
Mercy Panes // 18
Petra Coyle // Level 39 + 1 -> 40
HP 352/352 | MP 351/351 | Stamina 435/435
Unmapped route marks // 16
Adina Kroll // Level 41 + 1 -> 42
HP 325/325 | MP 541/541 | Stamina 283/283
Living Gospel duration // 75 seconds


The newly liberated Heaven moved and argued around them.

The world did not turn quiet after the rest. Warning bells rang from two districts. A trade node charged for road use. Three returned souls claimed the same past. One choir wanted its old uniforms, and a rebel captain called the uniforms a tool of oppression.

Free Seraph offered no handy answer for everyone.

Trevor liked that very much.

The healing captain replaced herself for the night shift while three chapels picked three different leaders. One old choir broke apart, but two stayed together under new rules; thousands of angels took the lasting door, and thousands chose to stay.

One exit opened into warm rain, and another reached an unsanctioned afterlife. One led only to a private room whose occupant had never been allowed to close a door. Petra sealed six that pointed toward the Hunger and published how travelers could inspect the danger themselves.

Damaris stood beside Trevor because her current judgment kept her there.

She had never promised that her favorable verdict would last forever; her hand rested near his, not inside an owner field.

Naomi stayed beside Trevor because Heaven remained a catastrophically difficult patient.

Naomi accepted leadership of no universal clinic, though three local networks already wanted her and disagreed about standards. She began by making them show their current bars.

Petra stayed because their next road between worlds looked pleasingly impossible.

She had sixteen unmapped route marks and a visible dislike of sharing any of them. Trevor asked for none.

Adina stayed because true history had just grown teeth.

Her first line put the victory before the breach. Whatever came next could threaten Free Heaven, but it could not make the liberation a lie.

Junia stayed because she had chosen a larger target.

Junia did not name it. Trevor caught her watching the new order, Morrow's fading mark, and sometimes him.

Each of the five women could still leave Trevor.

Their new bond panels promised nothing forever. They showed what each woman gave now, what she chose now, and room to say no later.

That living doubt scared Trevor more than a locked happily ever after. He liked it better.

The black-red route's kill notice struck Mercy's world root.

It hit like a hammer on the far side of glass. Morning Throne carried Tyrant's victory: sovereign dead, coup begun, his women alive, Level Eighty reached. Mercy could not read how the Dark Lord had justified the final blow.

Mercy needed no access to Tyrant's private justification.

Morning Throne wrote across the same world-address.

Distributed Crown would not bow, and Morning Throne would not shrink into local power. The two finished orders struck each other, but neither gave enough to vanish.

The two timelines met without merging and touched along one impossible street.

Cathedral City doubled, overlapped, then became two cities touching along one impossible street. White-blue angels stared at black-red Host ranks. Free exits opened beside owner gates.

One absurd bakery existed simultaneously on both sides; its Mercy owner had turned the shop into a worker partnership. Its Tyrant counterpart belonged to Trevor's Host supply chain; both tried to charge the same customer for one pastry.

The universal crisis began with an accounting dispute, which Trevor found reassuringly ordinary.

Tyrant Trevor landed at the far end of the street.

The black-red route held around him like a controlled wound. Host units aimed at Mercy angels and did not fire because one command kept every lane steady. Behind the Tyrant, his companions occupied their own hard-earned positions; no Mercy relationship panel opened over the black-red companions.

Eight powerful assault wings framed fitted black-red throne-war plate; a Morning Throne halo burned above knee-length blonde hair. Lavender-star eyes met Trevor's shining gold-star gaze across the divided street.

They stood the same height and wore the same cute face. They had been one man until the first choice that could not be taken back. Since then, each Trevor had lived his own whole life.

Mercy's eight white wings spread wider, while Tyrant's black-red wings packed more force into each blade. Both vain little bastards noticed at once.

Tyrant's gaze moved from Mercy's gold eyes to his mouth, down the fitted white armor, and back up with insulting care. Mercy returned the inspection across black-red plate and the same compact curves.

“Are you blatantly checking out your own alternate body?” Mercy asked.

“I am assessing what fitted white armor does to our body,” Tyrant replied.

"And what did that honest survey find?" Mercy pressed.

Tyrant's lavender eyes narrowed with visible resentment. “The fitted white armor looks annoyingly good on you.”

“Black armor also looks offensively good on you.”

“That outcome was obvious,” Tyrant said.

“You gave away every useful piece of Heaven,” Tyrant Trevor said.

“You put your own name across the entire world,” Mercy replied.

"The conquered world sings very well under my hand."

The black-red city answered with one command-timed chord; Free Heaven answered Mercy with seventeen alarm bells that did not agree.

“My Heaven has texture and independent rhythm,” Mercy said.

“My Heaven has discipline and a devastating rhythm,” Tyrant replied.

“Your entire moral build remains the worst possible version.”

“Your sentimental version remains painfully weak,” Tyrant said.

The street split open before either could improve the argument.

White stone and black-red metal peeled apart around an address neither route owned. The damaged quarantine key turned inside the fracture.

Morrow Veyl walked through the seam carrying the damaged quarantine key.

Morrow's chosen human shape looked far more solid than before.

Two missing shadow arms had not returned, but their absence now moved one beat late with the others. The violet-gold cracks in his ash-pale skin contained pieces of both completed skies. His coat's asymmetrical hem dragged through Mercy light and Tyrant shadow without belonging to either.

The cracked quarantine key had grown its missing third tooth.

Trevor could not see what Morrow had used to fill it.

The Outside Hunger reached behind Morrow while distant universes vanished between its teeth.

The eaten worlds belonged to neither Heaven. They were distant places Morrow had exposed when he fed dead branches into the mouth. Each dying light tightened the starless centers of his eyes.

Morrow watched worlds die without joy, but he did not stop.

Morrow's many-handed shadow opened a door into the dark.

The door had the shape of a man and the depth of a universe. One late hand held Mercy's truth: power could survive being spread; another held Tyrant's truth: one contested thing could carry savage force. Morrow pressed both against the key without blending them.

The rebuilt lock turned between both worlds.

"Two living worlds now occupy one address," Morrow said in several voices.

One of Morrow's overlapping voices became final. "Together, they contain enough future to matter."

Tyrant Trevor opened one commanding hand. "Give me the quarantine key. Now."

Morrow looked from the offered hand to Morning Throne. "The prime owner chain ends in you now."

"Yes, every chain ends in me," Tyrant said.

"The key does not recognize that ending," Morrow replied.

His shadow opened a door into the joined seam. Tyrant Trevor issued his first Morning Command while Mercy Trevor launched along a white road opened by the street's local travelers.

Every captured black-red path struck Morrow's chosen place on one beat: Hell fire, Cathedral lances, forge chains, Heaven beams, Host weapons, and the throne's owner order.

Morrow's visible body crossed before the strike landed; his many-handed shadow followed one beat late and caught the command's edge. Gold cracks spread through it, and one stolen world-root fragment broke.

Morrow's body did not fall beneath the joined attack; no death mark, victory notice, or banishment status appeared. One late hand shut the road from the far side, and the cracked key vanished with him while the Outside Hunger bit the seam wider.

The pursuing Hunger tore the seam between worlds wider.

Morrow's escape had not ended the threat. He had turned the cracked wall into a door wide enough for the Hunger to follow.

UNIVERSAL ROOT BREACH
Mercy Route // complete and living
Tyrant Route // complete and owned
Outside Hunger // entering
Quarantine key // stolen by Morrow Veyl
COMBINED PATH // REQUIRED
Recommended level range // 80–100
Active claimants // 2
Final evolution // GOD


Mercy met his black-red double's eyes across the breach.

At last, no wall kept them from hearing the same crisis. Neither heard the other's thoughts. They were still two men with two minds, facing one hole in the universe.

Tyrant Trevor met Mercy's searching gaze without looking away.

"One brief alliance against the thing eating the universe," Mercy said.

"One brief and temporary chain," Tyrant replied.

Both route versions of Damaris shouted the same order: “Fly.”

Both Trevors obeyed their Damaris for entirely different reasons.

"Try to keep up with my superior build," Tyrant said.

Both Trevors launched toward the breach.

Eight white rescue wings and eight black-red assault wings entered side by side without touching.

Trevor had developed a romantic, indecent crush on his own alternate self; if the dark bastard's stare and confession meant anything, the feeling was mutual.

It was gay by mind, lesbian by body, straight toward the other body's femaleness, and narcissistic by shared name. Both Trevors hated every answer and loved how gloriously twisted the question had become.

Dating his alternate self would become a magnificent disaster, while saving the universe beside him might somehow become worse.

Since the split, both skies had never followed them into the same fight.

Behind them, Free Heaven kept choosing and Morning Throne kept commanding; neither world vanished because a worse war had arrived.

Ahead waited the combined path: Level One Hundred, the Hunger, Morrow's stolen key, and a final change no Trevor could reach alone.

Mercy's victory held while the shared war began.

Neither Trevor surrendered the people or sky waiting behind him.

The difference would matter at the edge of godhood.

Very soon, both Trevors would carry their unfinished people forward in very different ways.


Continue the Raid

Next: Angel Queen: Combined Path — Book 5

Mercy and Tyrant won their worlds. Now both Trevors must fight beside the one man each understands, hates, and cannot stop wanting while something outside creation eats the roads between universes.

The double-length series finale takes both builds from Level 80 to Level 100—and asks what kind of god either Trevor deserves to become.
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Bonus Character Sheets

These sheets show each build at the end of I Saved Heaven Without Taking the Throne. They contain full spoilers for this book.


Trevor Dwyer
Main Character
[image: Full-body portrait of Trevor Dwyer as the eight-winged Mercy Route Free Seraph]
Trevor Dwyer


Class and Progression

Level

80

Evolution

Free Seraph

Class

Paladin of Free Heaven

Attributes and Resources

Attributes

Might 41; Vitality 62; Agility 60; Focus 53; Will 51; Grace 61

Resources

HP 706 / 706; MP 704 / 704; STAMINA 635 / 635

Route values

Cuteness 130; Allure 121; Hope cap 1,500; active local lane capacity 256

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature trait

Distributed Crown — world-scale authority with no single owner

Core Book 4 kit

World Witness II — 52 MP; No Owner II — 48 MP; Seraph Intercession II — 60 MP and 45 Stamina; Free Heaven

Equipment and Loadout

End-of-book loadout

White-blue Free Seraph armor and cloth, distributed halo arcs, rescue blade, and eight full white wings.

Party Role and Synergies


Party role

Distributed rescue leader and anti-owner paladin; keeps independent actions separate while opening world-scale escape paths.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Free Heaven established; Mercy Route complete and living; universal breach entered beside the Tyrant-route Trevor.


Damaris Pike
Supporting Character
[image: Bust portrait of Damaris Pike in end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Damaris Pike


Class and Progression

Level

50

Class

Witness Justiciar

Attributes and Resources

Resources

HP 516 / 516; MP 408 / 408; STAMINA 368 / 368

Soul Resistance

96

Skills, Perks, and Traits

Signature skill

Contradictory Verdict — two true readings; one decisive beat

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Returned judgment off-tank; rejects forced sacrifice and names the cost-bearer.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Alive, continuous, self-defined, and standing with Free Heaven by choice.


Naomi Talbot
Supporting Character
[image: Bust portrait of Naomi Talbot in end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Naomi Talbot


Class and Progression

Level

40

Class

Mercy Cleric

Attributes and Resources

Resources

HP 376 / 376; MP 504 / 504; STAMINA 258 / 258

Mercy Pane capacity

18

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Main healer and memory anchor; preserves living names through soul damage.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Alive, free to leave, and still choosing Trevor's impossible rescue work.


Petra Coyle
Supporting Character
[image: Bust portrait of Petra Coyle in end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Petra Coyle


Class and Progression

Level

40

Class

Dawn Hand

Attributes and Resources

Resources

HP 352 / 352; MP 351 / 351; STAMINA 435 / 435

Unmapped route marks

16

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Scout and crit runner; steals exits from owner fields and marks impossible routes.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Alive and mapping the road between two completed worlds.


Adina Kroll
Supporting Character
[image: Bust portrait of Adina Kroll in end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Adina Kroll


Class and Progression

Level

42

Class

Gospel Bard

Attributes and Resources

Resources

HP 325 / 325; MP 541 / 541; STAMINA 283 / 283

Living Gospel duration

75 seconds

Party Role and Synergies

Party role

Rule breaker and public witness; makes hostile clauses collide with their own history.

End-of-Book Progression

End state

Alive and recording a Free Heaven whose truth no single crown owns.


Junia Serrat
Supporting Character
[image: Bust portrait of Junia Serrat in end-of-book Mercy Route class gear]
Junia Serrat

Class and Progression
Level
52
Class
Free Inquisitor
Attributes and Resources
Resources
HP 516 / 516; MP 472 / 472; STAMINA 437 / 437
Soul Resistance
100
Independent target right
Retained
Skills, Perks, and Traits
Signature skill
Sever Owner Field — 26 MP; melee; one beat; 60-second cooldown
Party Role and Synergies
Party role
Unlinked anti-owner duelist; cuts command lines without accepting anyone else's aim.
End-of-Book Progression
End state
Alive, unlinked, self-owned, and choosing a larger target.
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